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ABSTRACT 

Elvis Nshom Ngwayuh  
Perceived threat and prejudice towards immigrants and Russian minorities 
living in Finland 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2017, 47 p. 
(Jyvaskyla Studies in Humanities 
ISSN 1459-4323; 306 (nid.) ISSN 1459-4331; 306 (PDF)) 
ISBN 978-951-39-6971-4 (nid.) 
ISBN 978-951-39-6972-1 (PDF) 

This study is an attempt to better understand the relationship between Finns 
and Russian minorities living in Finland. This study considers the role of 
perceived threats to the attitudes of Finnish adolescents towards Russian 
minorities. The theoretical framework for this study was the integrated threat 
theory (ITT). Even though ITT has been revised and threats have been reduced 
to two major threats (realistic and symbolic threats) (Stephan et al., 2015), this 
study utilized the original conceptualization of ITT which stipulates that 
prejudice and negative attitudes towards minorities can be explained by four 
types of threats that are: realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotypes, 
and intergroup anxiety. Realistic threats are threats to the physical and 
economic wellbeing and political power of the in-group; symbolic threats are 
threats that arise because of differences in norms, values and morals with the 
out-group;  negative stereotypes are implied threats to the in-group; and 
intergroup anxiety refers to the anxiety the in-group might experience in the 
process of interaction with members of the out-group especially when both 
groups have had a history of antagonism (Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 1998, 2000).  

First, this study showed Finns in general do percieve Russian minorities as 
a threat (realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotypes) and that 
among the different types of threat, realistic threat and symobolic threat were 
more prevalent among older Finns than among younger Finns. No significant 
difference was found between both groups for negative stereotypes. This study 
also showed perceived threat to be a significant predictor of prejudice, and that 
among the different types of threat, negative stereotyping was the strongest 
predictor of negative attitudes towards Russian minorities.   

This study also revealed that Finnish adolescents generally perceive 
immigrants as a threat and that among the different types of threats, realistic 
threat and symbolic threat were the most perceived threats from immigrants in 
Finland. This is especially important because realistic threat and symbolic threat 
were found to be positively related to prejudice or negative attitudes towards 
immigrants and this positive relationship between threat and prejudice was the 
same among early, middle, and late adolescents. 

Keywords: Integrated threat, prejudice, Adolescents, Finland, Russians 
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1 CHAPTER ONE 

One of the greatest sources of difficulties in intercultural relations is the belief that 
other cultures pose a threat to one’s own culture. Wars have been fought because of 
such fears, and, at a lesser level, feelings of threat commonly interfere with diplomat-
ic, business, and interpersonal relations between members of different cultures. 
These feelings of threat also may prejudice the members of one culture against those 
of another culture. (Stephan et al., 2000, p. 240) 

1.1  General introduction and background 

“Please be very careful… they don’t like immigrants there”.  These were the 
words a Finnish friend of mine told me when I announced to him I was moving 
to the city of Joensuu, the capital of North Karelia in Eastern Finland.  About 80 
percent of those I informed about my relocation to Joensuu expressed a similar 
concern as that of my friend.  I wondered why especially as I knew nothing 
much about the city.  Another friend later explained to me how the city of 
Joensuu had been notorious in the 1990s to be anti-immigrant.  The North 
Karelian city use to be a hotbed of skinhead activity, anti-immigrant activities 
and racism in the 1990s (Perho, 2000).  For example, “back then a black 
basketball player of the local Kataja team was beaten up and moved back to the 
United States” (Migrant tales, 2013).  It was particularly after this event that the 
reputation of Joensuu as an anti-immigrant and racist city spread throughout 
Finland and internationally.  Despite the changes that might have occurred 
since then, due to the influence of several multicultural associations and local 
authorities, the reputation of Joensuu today in Finland is far from different 
(Perho, 2000). 

This however did not stop me from moving there.  But it however got me 
thinking and asking the question “why”.  Why do people dislike or prejudice 
others who are different? I arrived in Joensuu and started living a normal life. 
After living there for a couple of months, I realized from several violent and 
non-violent occurrences directed towards immigrants in general and towards 
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Russian minorities in particular that, prejudice towards the “other” was 
however a concern in the city of Joensuu as well as the whole of Finland. 
Even though there are numerous immigrant minority groups in Finland, the 
Russian minority is one of the most significant from a numerical, historical, 
linguistic, social, and economic point of view.  Particularly, Russian speakers 
represent the largest linguistic minority group in Finland and Russian 
immigrants have always been the largest ethnic minority in Finland until 2011 
when they were slightly overtaken by Estonians (Helsingin Sanomat, 2011).  
However, Russian immigrants are still the largest immigrant minority group in 
the Eastern part of Finland.  They represent about two percent of the total 
population (Joensuu kaupunki, 2010).  The Russian language is also the most 
common minority language in the region and it is very common to hear Russian 
being spoken around and to see written instructions in shops in Russian in 
Eastern Finland.  There have actually been debates on the possibility to teach 
Russian in schools instead of Swedish as a second language to pupils.  The 
debate started as six municipalities in Eastern Finland petitioned the Ministry of 
Education to be granted the permission to do so.  Their argument was that 
Russian is more valuable in work and social situations in the region (Yle, 2011).  

Moreover, Finland and Russia share a common history: a history of 
conflict and antagonism.  Historically, Finland was under Russian domination 
from 1808 - 1917 and both fought major wars including the Winter War from 
1939 – 1940 and its continuation from 1941 – 1944.  Since then, Russian 
minorities have traditionally and stereotypically been perceived as the 
oppressor and enemy, this negative stereotypical perception is said to have 
been passed on from one generation to another, and it is still present in Finnish 
society (Karamaa, 2004).  This has been one of the ways through which Finnish 
Russophobia is said to have been sustainable in Finnish society.  There are 
several ways of communication through which stereotypes and negative 
perceptions about an out-group can be transferred or transported. Some of 
these include everyday talk, cultural jokes, phrases and conceits, the wording of 
news items in newspapers, cartoons, films, and TV ads, just to name a few 
(Nshom & Croucher, 2014).  Communication can sometimes contain 
transparent or embedded cultural stereotypes (Lehtonen, 2005).  According to 
Karamaa (2004), negative attitudes towards Russian minorities in Finland were 
reignited among younger people as parents recounted stories about their 
struggles at the hands of their oppressor (Russians).  They criticized their 
parents for having dealt with the Russians in a light manner (Nshom & 
Croucher, 2004). 

Research on Russian minorities in Finland suggests Russian minorities in 
Finland are unfortunately often victims of prejudice, discrimination and 
intolerance, and they feel psychologically and emotionally alienated more than 
other immigrant groups in Finland (Jasinskaja-Lahti & Liebkind, 2001).  As a 
matter of fact, in 2007, the European Commission against Racism and 
Intolerance (ECRI), outlined in its recommendation to the Finnish government 
that Finnish authorities should pay more attention to the specific problems of 
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intolerance and discrimination faced by Russian minorities in Finland and that 
effective action be taken to combat negative societal attitudes of prejudice and 
intolerance toward members of the Russian speaking community (ECRI, 2007). 

Despite this unfortunate situation for Russian minorities and the political, 
social, historical, and economic significance of Russian immigration to Finland, 
most research on Russian immigration to Finland has instead focused on such 
issues as intergroup contact, national identification, psychological and socio 
cultural acculturation, ethnic identity, adaption, and perceived discrimination 
(e.g. Brylka, Mahonen & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2015; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 1998, 2000; 
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 1998, 2001; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 
2006; Liebkind, Mannila, Jasinskaja-Lahti, Jaakkola, Kyntäjä, & Reuter, 2004; 
Mahonen & Jasinskaja Lahti, 2016).  Little research has paid attention to the 
different and specific factors that explain prejudice or negative attitudes 
towards Russian minorities among Finns.  

However, according to literature on integrated threat theory (ITT), 
prejudice and negative attitudes towards outgroups or minorities can be 
explained and predicted by four types of threat (Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 1998, 
2000): realistic threat, symbolic threat, negative stereotype, and intergroup 
anxiety.  Realistic threats are threats to the physical wellbeing, economic and 
political power of the in-group; symbolic threats are threats that arise because 
of cultural differences in values, morals and worldview with the out-group; 
negative stereotypes are implied threats to the in-group; and intergroup anxiety 
refers to the anxiety the in-group experiences in the process of interaction with 
members of the out-group especially when both groups have had a history of 
antagonism like the case of Finland and Russia (Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 1998, 
2000).  Studies investigating the perception of these threats from the majority 
Finnish population and focusing particularly on the extent to which these 
threats explain and predict negative attitudes towards Russian minorities 
among Finns are rare.  However, ITT has been used in other parts of the world 
and in different settings among various groups to explain prejudice and 
negative attitudes towards minorities and has proven within the past two 
decades to be a suitable theoretical framework for understanding prejudice and 
negative attitudes towards members of an out-group (Riek et al., 2006). 

1.2 Aims of the study 

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the extent to which these threats 
(realistic threat, symbolic threat and negative stereotype) manifest among Finns 
and the extent to which they explain and predict prejudice or negative attitudes 
particularly towards Russian minorities in Finland.  Moreover, this study seeks 
to understand the extent to which Finns perceive the “generic immigrant” and 
the extent to which the perception of threat is related to prejudice among early, 
middle, and late adolescents.  With the current immigration crisis at hand, it is 
important to understand the attitudinal climate not only towards Russian 
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minorities who represent an important immigrant minority group in Finland, 
but also towards immigrants in general, especially amidst the current refugee 
crisis in Europe.  Lastly, since Finland borders Russia and Russians are one of 
the largest immigrant minority groups in the nation, this dissertation also 
attempts to examine the association between intergroup contact, perceived 
threat, and prejudice.  In order to effectively achieve these objectives, the 
following research questions were explored as the main critical points of 
investigation: 
 

1. What is integrated threat theory? (Book chapter) 
2. How differently do early, middle, and late Finnish adolescents perceive 

immigrants as threatening? (Article I). 
3. To what extent does the relationship between prejudice and perceived 

threat differ from Early to Late adolescence? (Article I). 
4. What is the relationship between intergroup contact, perceive threat, and 

prejudice towards Russian immigrants among Finnish adolescents? 
(Article III) 

5. To what extent does perceive threat predict negative attitudes towards 
Russian immigrants among Finnish adolescents? (Article III) 

6. How differently do younger Finns perceive Russian speaking 
immigrants as threatening from older Finns? (Article II) 

 
These research questions have been addressed in the three studies presented in 
this dissertation.  This dissertation is made up of three empirical studies and 
one book chapter.  In the following paragraphs, the focus of the book chapter 
and the three journal articles are briefly discussed. 

1.3 The book chapter 

Nshom E.  (In press). Immigrant threat, prejudice and the growing refugee 
crisis. In S. M. Croucher, Lewandowska-Tomaszcyk, B., & Wilson, P. (Eds), 
Approaches to conflict: Mediatized and group dynamics (pp. TBD). Lanhan, 
MD: Rowman  & Littlefield.  

The book chapter is a theoretical piece.  It is an overview of the integrated threat 
theory (ITT), which is the theoretical framework for this study.  First, it 
discusses perceived threat and prejudice within the broader perspective of 
immigration and anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe especially within the 
context of the current refugee crisis. It is also an overview of the different 
antecedents of threat and the different types of threat as predictors of prejudice 
and negative attitudes towards immigrants or minorities.  Moreover, this 
chapter also presents case studies that have tested and applied ITT in different 
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contexts and settings to better understand majority – minority attitudes or 
prejudice. The book chapter also discusses the revised or updated version of 
ITT and elaborates on the usefulness of ITT research to different stakeholders. 
Lastly, based on my experience researching integrated threat issues, potential 
areas for further investigation in ITT research are outlined.  It answers research 
question one “what is integrated threat?” This book chapter was peer-reviewed 
and is currently in press.  

1.4 Article I  

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (Accepted). Perceived threat and prejudice 
towards immigrants in Finland: A study among early, middle and late 
Finnish adolescents. Journal of International and intercultural 
communication. 

This paper applied an integrated threat approach to understand prejudice in 
adolescence.  The development of prejudice in adolescence has been studied 
(see Raabe & Beelmann, 2011 for a review) but not from an integrated threat 
perspective.  The first aim of the paper was to show how differently immigrants 
are percieved among early, middle, and late adolescents.  The second aim was 
to examine the relationship between percieved threat and prejudice but most 
importantly to attempt to show the extent to which this relationship remains 
stable from early to late adolescence.  This paper contributes to the 
development of Stephan and Stephan´s (1996, 1998, 2000) integrated threat 
theory (ITT) by showing its applicability in a developmental setting.  Even 
though there are numerous studies on prejudice development and percieve 
threat, studies on prejudice development (see Raabe & Beelmann, 2011 for a 
review), have not considered threats as an important factor while studies on 
threat  (see Riek et al., 2006 for a review) have not considered a developmental 
perspective.  This article is therefore important because it introduces an 
integrated threat approach to the study of prejudice in adolescence develoment 
and a developmental approach to the study of percieved threat.  This is the first 
study that has applied integrated threat theory in a sample of early, middle, and 
late adolescents in one study.  Even though this study is about Russian 
minorities, it was important and neccessary to also understand the perception 
of threat from the generic immigrant, especially amidst the current refugee 
crises and a hardening of attitudes towards immigration and refugees in 
Finland.  Since this study is about adolescents, it was also important to not only 
focus on the perception of threat from immigrants among adolescents in 
general but to pay attention to the differences among early, middle and late 
adolescents.  By doing this, we gain important, specific and vital information 
about specific target variables to focus on in an attempt to develop or enhance 
prejudice reduction strategies among adolescents (White, Wootton, Man, Diaz, 
Rasiah, Swift, & Wilkinson, 2009). 
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This article has been accepted for publication with the Journal of 
International and intercultural communication. This journal was important because 
of its focus on intercultural and inter-racial relations espcially from a majority to 
minority perspective.  It was a co-authored piece, but I completed apprximately 
75% of the work. (See work distribution page 21). 

1.5 Article II  

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (2014). Threats and attitudes toward 
Russian-speaking 

Russian Journal of Communication 6,  
 
It has been argued that the negative percepetion of Russian minorities in 
Finland can be traced to the common history of conflict between Finland and 
Russia.  As a colony, Finland suffered under Russian domination and 
oppression and both countries fought wars through which Finland gained its 
independence in 1940.  The perception of Russia and Russians as the enemy did 
not end after the war for freedom.  According to Karamaa (2004), this negative 
perception was transferred from one generation to another as parents recounted 
the stories about their struggles from the hands of the Russians.  This is one 
way how traditional Russian stereotypes, Russo-phobia and perceived threat 
from Russia is said to have been transferred from one generation to another in 
Finland.  

So the main aim of this paper was to examine the generational divide 
(older versus younger generation) on how Russian minorities in Finland are 
percieved.  Ford (2004) argued younger Europeans especially in Western 
Europe are likely to be more tolerant and liberal towards immigrants compared 
to older Europeans because of differences in factors such as immigrant heritage, 
educational level, preferences for cultural, religious and linguistic diversity and 
social contact with the immigrant group. Similarly, it was argued in this study 
that the perception of threat (realistic, symbolic and negative stereotype) from 
Russians and the feeling of prejudice towards them will be lower among 
younger Finns and higher among older Finns.  While there have been several 
studies on threat and prejudice (see Riek et al., 2006 for a review), no study has 
empirically explored age or the generational devide in threat perception.  This 
aspect is even more important and relevant within the context of Finnish 
Russian relations where percieved threat from Russians has been transfered 
from one generation to another (Karamaa, 2004).  This article was published in 
the Russian Journal of Communication.  The Russian Journal of Communication was 
suitable for this article because of its focus on Russian issues.  The article 
focused on Russian speaking minorities in Finland within the broader context 
of Finnish Russian relations.  This article was also a co-authored piece, but I 
completely approximately 75% of the work.  (See work distribution page 21). 
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1.6 Article III  

Nshom E. (2015), Predictors of Finnish adolescent´s prejudice towards 
Russian Journal of Intercultural 
Communication Research, 45,

Even though Russian minorities in Finland are often victims of discrimination 
and prejudice and feel emotionally more alienated than any other immigrant 
group in Finland (Jaakola, 2009), studies focusing on the factors that explain 
prejudice towards Russians especially the perception of threat are almost non 
existent.  Even though there are other factors such as personality traits, 
membership in a particular group, and cultural differences among others that 
have traditionally been considered causes of prejudice (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew 
& Meertens, 1995), this study particularly considered percieved threat as 
predictors of prejudice.  This is because percieved threat has been found to be 
an important predictor of prejudice and negative attitude towards minorities 
(Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 1998, 2000). 
 The aim of this article was to examined the extent to which Finnish 

adolescent´s prejudice towards Russian immigrants is predicted by the 
perception of threat (realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotype). 
Moreover, It also sought to find out which of these threats is the strongest 
predictor of Finnish adolescent´s prejudice towards Russian immigrants.  Based 
on the common history between Finland and Russia, it was argued or 
hypothesized that negative stereotype will be the strongest predictor of 
prejudice towards Russian minorities among Finns.  Literature suggests that 
negative stereotypes about Russians is one of the most common reasons why 
Finns dislike Russians (Karamaa, 2004).  Nshom and Croucher (2014) found that 
adolescents in the Eastern city of Joensuu had as many negative stereotypes 
about Russians as old peopple over the age of 65.  Moreover, adolescents are 
less likely to experience economic difficulties and competition from Russians 
and are less likely to prejudice Russians for symbolic reasons.   

Besides, since the possibility for intergroup contact with Russian 
minorities in the North Karelian region is high and it borders Russia and 
Russians are the largest immigrant group in the region, this study also sought 
to understand the relationship between intergroup contact, threat (realistic 
threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotype) and prejudice. This paper was 
published by the Journal of Intercultural Communication Research, and I am the 
sole author.   

In the following tables, the main research questions of this dessertation 
and their corresponding article, and the sub research questions in this articles 
are presented. A work distribution for the coauthored pieces is also presented. 



18 

TABLE 1   Articles and the main research question addressed 

Article Main research Question addressed 
Nshom E. (in press). Immigrant threat, Prej-
udice and the growing refugee crisis. In S. 
M. Croucher, Lewandowska-Tomaszcyk, B., 
& Wilson, P. (Eds), Approaches to conflict: 
Mediatized and group dynamics (pp. TBD). 
Lanhan, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

What is integrated threat theory? 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (accepted) 
Perceived threat and prejudice towards 
immigrants in Finland: A study among 
early, middle and late Finnish adolescents. 
Journal of international and intercultural 
communication 

How differently do early, middle and late 
Finnish adolescents perceive immigrants as 
threatening? 
To what extent does the relationship 
between prejudice and perceived threat 
differ from Early to Late adolescence? 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (2014) Threats 
and attitudes toward Russian-speaking 
immigrants: a comparative study between 
younger and older Finns. Russian Journal of 
Communication, 6, 308-317. 

How differently do younger Finns perceive 
Russian speaking immigrants as threatening 
from older Finns? 
 

Nshom E. (2015). Predictors of Finnish 
adolescent´s prejudice towards Russian 
immigrants and the role of intergroup 
contact. Journal of Intercultural 
Communication Research 45, 31-44. 

What is the relationship between intergroup 
contact, perceive threat and prejudice 
towards Russian immigrants among Finnish 
adolescents? 
To what extent does perceive threat predict 
negative attitudes towards Russian 
immigrants among Finnish adolescents? 

TABLE 2   Articles and the sub research questions and or hypotheses 

Article Sub research question / hypothesis  
Nshom, E. (in press). Immigrant threat, 
Prejudice and the growing refugee crisis. In 
S. M. Croucher, Lewandowska-Tomaszcyk, 
B., & Wilson, P. (Eds), Approaches to conflict: 
Mediatized and group dynamics (pp. TBD). 
Lanhan, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Book chapter 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (accepted). 
Perceived threat and Prejudice towards 
Immigrants in Finland: A study among 
early, middle and late Finnish adolescents. 
Journal of international and intercultural 
communication 

RQ1: To what extent do Finnish adolescents 
perceive threat (symbolic threat, realistic 
threats and negative stereotypes) from 
immigrants? 
H1: Threat and prejudice will be lower 
among Late adolescents and higher among 
early adolescents. 
H2: There will be a positive relationship 
between perceived threat and prejudice 
among Finnish adolescents. 
RQ2: To what extent will the correlation 
between threat and prejudice differ 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (2014) Threats 
and attitudes toward Russian-speaking 
immigrants: a comparative study between 

 
RQ: To what extent are the different kinds 
of threat manifested among Finns from 
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younger and older Finns. Russian Journal of 
Communication, 6, 308-317. 

Russian-speaking immigrants? 
H: Younger individuals perceive lower 
levels of threat from Russian-speaking 
immigrants than older individuals toward 
Russian-speaking immigrants. 

Nshom, E. (2015). Predictors of Finnish 
adolescent´s prejudice towards Russian 
immigrants and the role of intergroup 
contact. Journal of Intercultural 
Communication Research 45, 31-44. 

RQ1:To what extent does perceived threat 
(realistic threat, symbolic threat, and 
negative stereotype) predict Finnish 
adolescent’s prejudice towards Russian 
immigrants? 
H1: Negative stereotype will be the 
strongest predictor of prejudice towards 
Russian immigrants. 
H2: Intergroup contact with Russian 
immigrants is negatively related to 
perceived threat and prejudice. 

TABLE 3  Work distribution for co-authored pieces 

Article Author contribution
Nshom, E. (in press). Immigrant threat, 
Prejudice and the growing refugee crisis. In 
S. M. Croucher, Lewandowska-Tomaszcyk,
B., & Wilson, P. (Eds), Approaches to conflict:
Mediatized and group dynamics (pp. TBD).
Lanhan, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Sole author 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (accepted). 
Perceived threat and Prejudice towards 
Immigrants in Finland: A study among 
early, middle and late Finnish adolescents. 
Journal of international and intercultural 
communication 

Compilation of research literature (Elvis) 
Development and structure of aricle (Elvis) 
Development of theoritical framework 
(Elvis) 
Data collection (Elvis) 
Data preparation (Elvis) 
Data analysis (Elvis and Croucher) 
Results (Elvis and Croucher) 
Discussion (Elvis) 
Overall supervision and guidance 
(Croucher) 

Nshom, E. & Croucher, S. M. (2014) Threats 
and attitudes toward Russian-speaking 
immigrants: a comparative study between 
younger and older Finns. Russian Journal of 
Communication, 6, 308-317. 

Compilation of research literature (Elvis) 
Development and structure of article (Elvis) 
Development of theoritical framework 
(Elvis) 
Data collection (Elvis) 
Data preparation (Elvis) 
Data analysis (Croucher and Elvis) 
Results (Croucher and Elvis) 
Discussion (Croucher and Elvis) 
Overall supervision and guidance 
(Croucher) 
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Nshom, E. (2015). Predictors of Finnish 
adolescent´s prejudice towards Russian 
immigrants and the role of intergroup 
contact. Journal of Intercultural 
Communication Research 45, 31-44. 

Sole author 

1.7 Adolescents as a research population 

Three papers in this dissertation are about adolescents.  Adolescence is an 
important and sensitive developmental stage when it comes to the study of  
prejudice.  This is because it is throughout these years that attitudes toward the 
“other” form and crystalize (Kiesner, Maass, Cadinu, & Vallese, 2003).  
Adolescents are also the next generation of policy makers.  There is extensive 
research on prejudice development in children (e.g., Aboud, 1988; Bigler & 
Liben, 2006; Doyle & Aboud, 1995; Nesdale, 1999), but very little is known 
about the development of prejudice from early to late adolescence (Kiesner et 
al., 2003).  Most prejudice development theories and research have mostly 
focused on children from the ages of 4-12.  Not so much is known about the 
experience of threat and prejudice from ages 10 to 20, especially 
developmentally (White et., al, 2009).  Adolescents therefore represent an under 
studied population.  In addition, adolescents constitute an easily reached 
research population as almost all of these individuals are in school and by 
studying their experiences of threat and prejudice towards immigrants and 
Russian minorities, we gain important and vital information about specific 
target variables to focus on in an effort to develop or enhance prejudice 
reduction strategies at schools and in the wider community (White et al., 2009).  

1.8 Historical overview of immigration in Finland 

Finland until recently, compared to other European countries such as Italy, the 
UK, and France has been a homogenous country and highly excluded from the 
effects of mass immigration (Ervasti, 2004; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000; Jasinskaja-
Lahti, Liebkind, 2000; Kyntäjä, 1997).  Finland can be considered a latecomer 
with regards to in-migration since for most of its history, it has been a country 
of out-migration towards the West for example Sweden, Canada, Australia, and 
the United States of America.  It was especially in the late 1980s and 1990s that 
Finland became a preferred destination for many immigrants (Forsander, 2003).  

The genesis of immigration to Finland can be associated with the 1970s, 
particularly to the 1973 arrival of the first 100 refugees from Chile.  A larger 
wave of immigration began occuring from the beginning of 1990s when the 
then president of the Republic of Finland Mauno Koivisto, through the Aliens 
Act (February 22 1990, 37891).  This Act gave the right to some citizens of the 
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former Soviet Union with Finnish descendency who had moved to Russia and 
some parts of the Soviet Union between the 17th and beginning of the 20th 
century to return to Finland.  This situation led to a significant rise in 
immigration with over 12000 returning to Finland within few years (Jasinskaja-
Lahti, Liebkind, 2001; Niemi, 2007). 

The 1970s in Finland also witnessed the coming of some small immigrant 
groups, for example the Turks and the Vietnamese boat people.  In the 1990s 
Finland welcomed thousands of refugees from Somalia and the former 
Yugoslavia (Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000).  Finland has therefore witnessed a sharp 
influx and increase in immigration within the last two decades.  The size of the 
immigrant population increased threefold in the years 1990 to 2002 and fourfold 
from 1990 to 2006 (Niemi, 2007).  Currently, Finland has an immigtrant 
population of over 200,000 with the highest number of immigrants coming from 
Estonia, Russia, Sweden, Somalia, and China in decending order.  This number 
however still contitutes just about 2 to 3 percent of the total population 
(Statistics Finland, 2015).  Russian minorities have always been the largest 
immigrant minority group until recently when they were slighty overtaken by 
Estonians.  However, the Russian speaking community still represents the 
largest linguistic minority in Finland. 

Historically speaking, Finland was a Russian colony from 1808 until 1917 
and both countries have a comon history of conflict.  Both have fought major 
wars including the Winter War of 1939–1940 and its continuation in 1941–1944. 
This common history and unique relationship between Finns and Russians 
represents an important research area and warrants some attention among 
other intercultural communication issues in Finland.  This study is an attempt 
to throw more light on the perception of threat from Russian minorities.  In 
order to do this, this study utilized integrated threat theory (ITT) (Stephan & 
Stephan, 1996, 1998) as a theoritical framework.  See the book chapter for a 
detail overview of integrated threat theory. 
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2 CHAPTER TWO 

2.1 Method 

2.1.1 Participants 

Three different data sets were collected for this dissertation each representing 
an article in this dessertation (see table 3 below). The first data collection was 
used for article II.  The sample consisted of 152 (62.8%) high school students 
between the ages of 16 and 19 years, while 90 (37.2%) were 65 years of age or 
older.  In total, there were 242 participants.  87 (35.9%) were men and 155 
(64.1%) were women.  The distinction between younger and older Finns is 
primarily because the study was a comparative analysis between younger and 
older Finns in the way they percieve Russian speaking immigrants.  The data 
for younger Finns were collected among high school students in the city of 
Joensuu while data for older Finns were collected among pensioneers living in 
the city of Joensuu.  Joensuu is home to a significant amount of Russian 
speakers.  Russians are the most populous immigrant group in the region.  The 
city in itself is therefore relevant for this study since the study focused on 
Russian speaking minorities. 

The second round of data collection was used for article I.  Article I 
focused on percieved threat and prejudice in Finland among early, middle, and 
late adolescents and data were collected from the cities of Jyväskylä, Helsinki, 
and Joensuu.  These cities were chosen based on factors such as relevance and 
proximity just to name a few.  All participants were Finnish students from 
grade six to upper secondary school with an age range of 11 to 19 years.  The 
study was approved by the respective authorities in city council and schools. 
There was a total of 795 participants.  459 (57.7%) were female while 336 (42.3%) 
were male.  Moreover, 157 (19.7%) of the total sample were between 11 to 13 
years old (early adolescents); 362 (45%) were between 14-16 years of age 
(middle adolescents), and 276 (34.7%) were between 17-19 years of age (late 
adolescents).  These age categories were used based on developmental periods 
in adolescence which are: early adolescents (11-13 years), middle adolescents 
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(14-16 years), and late adolescents (17-19 years) (Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; 
Valsiner & Connolly, 2003).  All participants were native Finns. 

The third round of data collection was used for article III titled predictors 
of Finnish adolescents prejudice towards Russian immigrants and the effect of 
intergroup contact. The data was also collected from Joensuu bordering Russia. 
Joensuu was important for this study because of the possibility for a high 
quantity of contact with Russian immigrants.  All respondents were Finnish 
adolescents from upper secondary to high school with an age range of 11–19.  In 
total, there were 305 participants: 188 (60%) were women while 122 (40%) were 
men.  So in total (all sub studies put together), this dissertation had a total of 
1342 participants.  See table below. 

TABLE 4   Data, focus and participants 

Data set Focus Article Participant characteristics 
Round one Comparative study between 

younger and older Finns on 
the perception of threat 

II 242 participants. 87 (35.9%) 
men and 155 (64.1%) women. 
152 (62.8%) high school 
students between the ages of 16 
and 19         
years, while 90 (37.2%) were 65 
years of age or older.  

Round two The relationship between 
threat and prejudice and its 
stability from early to late 
adolescence 

I 795 participants, 459 (57.7%) 
female while 336(42.3%) were 
male. Moreover, 157 (19.7%) of 
the total sample were between 
11 to 13 years old(early 
adolescents); 362 (45%) were 
between 14-16 years of age 
(middle adolescents), and 276 
(34.7%) were between 17-19 
years of age (late adolescents).  

Round three Predictors of Finnish 
adolescents prejudce and the 
role of intergroup contact. 

III 305 participants: 188 (60%) 
were women while 122 (40%) 
were men between the ages of 
11  to 19 . 

2.1.2 Procedure 

The required authorization and approval for each sub study in this dessertation 
was obtained from the University, education board of the city councils and the 
principals of all the schools.  It took about 10 to 15 minutes to complete the self 
administered questionnaire and participants were told that participation was 
free and completely voluntary and that anonymity was guaranteed.  

Data for article I  was  collected from Helsinki, Jyvaskyla and Joensuu. 
After obtaining the neccessary authorization and approval from all neccessary 
authorities, the researcher organized a data collection trip firsly to Helsinki. 
The questionnaires were handed over to teachers in the teachers room who in 
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turn handed them to their students at the start of their class according to 
detailed written instructions.  The researcher passed back later and collected the 
questionnaires already filled.  This same procedure was repeated for the cities 
of Jyvaskyla and Joensuu.   

As for article II, which was collected in Joensuu, the data were made up of 
high school students between the ages of 16 to 19 and old people over the age of 
65.  After the neccessary authorization and approval was obtained, the 
principals assigned some classes to the researcher and the teachers of these 
classes gave the researcher 15 minutes at the start or end of their class to 
administer the questionnaires.  Students were introduced to the questionnaire 
and were made to understand that participation was completely voluntary.  It 
took about ten to fifteen minutes to complete the questionnaire.  The data for 
older people were collected from the association of pensioners in the city of 
Joensuu. An introductory email was sent to the coordinator of the association 
and as a ressponse, he gave the researcher the opportunity to collect data in 
their general assembly.  The researcher got there on the appointed day and 
explained to the participants the purpose of the study and that it was totally 
voluntary.  It took about 10 to 15 minutes to complete the questionaire.   

Data for article III was collected among high school students in Joensuu 
between  the ages 11 to 19.  The researcher contacted the school after official 
authorization from the education board of the city of Jyvaskyla.  The researcher 
then took the questionnaires to the school and the school gave students the 
questionnaires to fill during their weekly general assembly.  The researcher 
made sure that instructions were clearly written and understood by the 
administrator.  The researcher went back later  and collected the questionnaires  
after they had been completed. 

2.1.3 Measures of main variables 

The questionnaires used for article I, II and III all had demographic measures, a 
measure of symbolic threat (González et al., 2008), a measure of negative 
stereotype (González et al., 2008), a measure of realistic threat (González et al., 
2008) and a measure of prejudice (Stephan & Stephan, 2002).  Article III 
additionally had a measure of contact (both quality and quantity) (González et 
al., 2008).  The original language of the questionnaire was in English but since it 
was addressed to Finns, it had to be translated and back translated into Finnish 
by native speakers of  English and Finnish. 

Realistic threat (articles I to III). Realistic threat was measured by asking 
participants to respond to the following questions:  Because of the presence of 
immigrants (article I), Russian speaking immigrants (article II), Russian 
immigrants (article III), Finns have more difficulty finding a job”, “Because of 
the presence of immigrants (article I), Russian speaking immigrants (article II), 
Russian immigrants (article III); Finns have more difficulty finding a house,” 
and “Because of the presence of immigrants (article I), Russian speaking 
immigrants (article II), Russian immigrants (article III), unemployment in 
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Finland is increasing. Response categories ranged from (1) strongly disagreeto 
(5) strongly agree and higher scores meant more threat.

Symbolic threat (article I to III). Symbolic threat was measured by asking
participants to respond to the following statements “Finnish identity/culture is 
threatened because there are too many immigrants (article I), Russian speaking 
immigrants (article II), Russian immigrants (article III) today,” “Finnish norms 
and values are threatened because of the presence of immigrants (article I), 
Russian speaking immigrants (article II), Russian immigrants (article III) today,” 
and “immigrants (article I), Russian speaking immigrants (article II), Russian 
immigrants (article III) are a threat to Finnish culture”. Response categories 
ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.  

Negative stereotype (article I to III).  Negative stereotype was measured by 
asking participants the extent to which they thought some eight traits (violent, 
dishonest, unintelligent, friendly, arrogant, kind, greedy, and inferior) fully 
described immigrants (article I), Russian speaking immigrants (article II), 
Russian immigrants (article III). Response categories ranged from (1) no, 
absolutely not, to (5) yes, certainly. 

Prejudice (article I and III).  Prejudice was measured by giving participants 
six emotional words and asking them to indicate the extend to which that 
revealed their feelings towards “immigrants (article I), Russian immigrants 
(article III). The answer ranged from (1) totally disagree to (5) absolutely agree. 

Contact (article III).  Contact was measured using four items. Two sample 
items include: “How many Russian immigrant friends do you have?” and “Do 
you have contact with Russian immigrants?” The first item was rated from (1) 
none to (4) only Russian immigrant friends.  The other three items were as 
follows: “Do you have contact with Russian immigrants at school?”, “Do you 
have contact with Russian immigrants in your neighborhood?”, “Do you have 
contact with Russian immigrants somewhere else such as during activities? 
Response options ranged from (1) never to (4) often.  The following tables 
shows the alpha reliabilities for the scales. 

TABLE 5  Alpha reliabilities for the scales 

Measures I II III Original
Realistic threat .89 .78 .94 .80
Symolic threat .85 .82 .94 .89
Negative stereotype .85 .71 .84 .83
Prejudice .71 .71
Conatact .72 .72



30 

REFERENCES 

González, K. V., Verkuyten, M., Weesie, J., & Poppe, E. (2008). Prejudice 
towards  Muslims in The Netherlands: Testing integrated threat theory. 
British Journal of Social Pyschology, 47, 667–685 

Raabe, T. & Beelmann, A. (2011). Development of ethnic, racial, and national 
prejudice  in childhood and adolescence: A multinational meta-analysis of 
age  differences. Child Development, 82, 1715-1737. 

Valsiner, J., & Connolly, K. J. (Eds.). (2003). Handbook of developmental 
psychology. London, UK: Sage 

 



3 CHAPTER THREE 

3.1 Main Results 

This chapter presents a brief overview of the results of this study.  SPSS was the 
main statistical software used to analyze the data in this study. 

Research question 2 and 3 Article I 

RQ2.  How differently do early, middle and late Finnish adolescents 
perceive immigrants as threatening? (Article I) 

RQ3.  To what extent does the relationship between prejudice and 
perceived threat differ from Early to Late adolescence? (Article I). 

Even though there are different immigrant groups in Finland, and this study 
fucused more on Russian minorities, it was important to understand how 
Finnish young people feel towards the “generic immigrant”; the one who takes 
their jobs and exploits their welfare system just to name a few because recently 
public discourse in Finland about immigration has focused much more on the 
generic immigrant rather than a particular group.  Secondly, it was important 
to understand how the fear of immigrants differ from Early to Late adolescence. 
This is important in an attempt to design targeted prejudice reduction 
interventions.  We also investigated the extent to which this fear was related to 
prejudice and whether this relationship between perceived threat and prejudice 
changed from Early to Late adolescence. This research questions were 
addressed in article I.  Based on previous research, which suggests prejudice 
should be higher among early adolescents and lower among late adolescents 
(Black – Gutman & Hickson, 1996; Fishbein, 1996; Kiesner et al., Poteat & 
Anderson, 2012; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Rutland 1999; van Zalk & Kerr, 2014; 
White et al., 2009), and literature that suggests precieved threat is positively 
related to prejudice (Riek et al., 2006; Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996; Stephan et 
al., 1998; Stephan et al., 1999), it was argued that threat and prejudice will be 
higher among early adolescents and lower among late adolescents.  It was also 
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expected that threat should be positively related to prejudice and that this 
positive relationship should be the same from early to late adolescence.  Results 
were as follows: On prejudice, 17-19 year olds (M = 3.97, SD = .55) scored 
significantly higher than both 14-16 year olds (M = 3.81, SD = .76), and 11-13 
year olds (M = 3.77, SD = .70).  On symbolic threat, 17-19 year olds (M = 3.96, 
SD = 1.20) scored significantly higher than 14-16 year olds (M= 3.57, SD= 1.30) 
and 11-13 year olds (M= 3.71, SD= 1.40).  Similarly, on realistic threat, 17-19 
year olds (M= 3.77, SD=1.10) scored significantly higher than 14-16 year olds 
(M= 3.43, SD= 1.20) and 11-13 year olds (M= 3.47, SD= 1.30).  On negative 
stereotypes, 17-19 year olds (M= 1.93, SD= .54) scored significantly lower than 
14-16 year olds (M= 2.21, SD= .78) and 11-13 year olds (M= 2.17, SD= .81).  To 
what was expected, these results indicated that prejudice and threat (realistic 
threat and symbolic threat with the exception of negative sterotyping) were 
higher among early adolescents and lower among late adolescents.  Moreover, 
as expected, the study also showed a positive relationship between prejudice 
and realistic threat  (r = .21, p < .01) and between prejudice and symbolic threat 
(r = .25, p < .01) but a rather negative relationship between prejudice and 
negative stereotyping (r = -.64, p < .001) and this relationship between prejudice 
and the threat variables remained relatively stable from early to late 
adolescence. (see article I). 
 
Research question 4 (article  III)  

 
RQ4.  What is the relationship between intergroup contact; perceive threat 

(realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotype) and 
prejudice? 

 
The neccessity to investigate this question is rooted in the fact that Russian 
minorities are the biggest minority group in the Eastern part of Finland where 
this study was carried out.  This region borders Russia and the Russian 
language is commonly spoken in the region.  For this reason, the quantity and 
quality of contact with Russian immigrants was expected to be high. Based on 
Allport´s contact theory (1954) and previous research (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; 
Jaakkola, 2000; Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008; Stephan & 
Stephan 1996; Stephan et al., 1998, 2000; Valentova &Alieva, 2010), it was 
expected that intergroup contact would be negatively correlated with prejudice 
and percieved threat.  However, the results of the study contradicted our 
expectation, as there was no significant relationship between intergroup contact 
with Russians and prejudice (r = .03, p = .63), realistic threat (r = .09, p = .07), 
symbolic threat (r = .08, p = .07) and negative stereotype (r = .06, p = .16).  (See 
article III). 
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Research question 5 (article III) 

RQ5.  To what extent does perceive threat (realistic threat, symbolic 
threat, negative stereotype) predict negative attitudes towards 
Russian immigrants among Finnish adolescents? 

Even though there has been a lot of studies in Finland on Russian minorities 
(e.g. Brylka, Mahonen & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2015; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 1998, 2000; 
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 1998, 2001; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 
2006; Liebkind, Mannila, Jasinskaja-Lahti, Jaakkola, Kyntäjä, & Reuter, 2004; 
Mahonen & Jasinskaja Lahti, 2016; Mannila et al., 2009), studies investigating 
specific factors that explain and predict negative attitudes or prejudice towards 
Russian minorities in Finland are rare.  ITT was utilized in this study to study 
the extent to which percieved threats (realistic threat, symbolic threat, negative 
stereotype) predicted negative attitudes towards Russian immigrants.  It was 
also argued based on the traditional stereotypical perception of Russians and 
the prevalence of Russian stereotypes in Finland, that negative stereotyping will 
be the greatest predictor of negative attitudes towards Russians living in 
Finland.  As anticipated, results showed threat to be a significant predictor of 
prejudice towards Russian immigrants in Eastern Finland F = 12.76, p < .0001, 
R2 = .13.  Individually as predicted, negative stereotype was found to be the 
only threat that significantly predicted prejudice towards Russian immigrants F 
= 32.94, p < .0001, R2 = .12.  Realistic threat F = .33, p = .57, R2 = .001 and 
symbolic threat  F = .55, p = .46, R2 = .002 were not important to the attitudes of 
Finnish adolescents towards Russian immigrants.  (see substudy III). 

Research question 6 (sub study II) 

RQ6.  How differently do younger Finns perceive Russian speaking 
immigrants as threatening from older Finns? 

This question sought to understand how differently younger Finns percieve 
Russian speaking immigrants as threatening from older Finns.  Even thought 
research suggests that the perception that Finns have towards Russians could 
have been transfered from one generation to another (Karamaa, 2004), this has 
never been empirically tested.  It was therefore important to investigate the 
generational divide in attitudes towards Russian miorities considering the 
shared and common history between Finland and Russia as highlighted earlier 
in this dessertation.  Results indicated that both groups (younger and older 
Finns) have prejudices against Russian speakers and that the older generation 
had more feelings of threat and prejudice towards Russian speaking 
immigrants than the younger generation.  (See sub study II).  These were the 
results that were obtained in this study. In the following chapter, the possible 
implications of these results are discussed. Limitations of this study and 
recommendations for future research are also suggested. 
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4 CHAPTER FOUR 

4.1 Implications and recommendations 

This study has gone a long way to help us to better understand the nature of the 
relationship between Finns and Russian minorities living in Finland and the 
nature of the relationship between Finns and immigrants.  Particularly, this 
study sheds light on the  extent to which Finns percieve Russian minorities and 
immigrants as a threat to the Finnish society and way of life and the extent to 
which this perception explains and predicts prejudice or negative attitudes. 
This study also revealed to us how differently the fear of immigrants manifest 
among early, middle and late adolescents and how differently the threat from 
Russian minorities  manifests between younger and older Finns.  The  results as 
highlighted in the previous chapter, has potential implications within the 
context of Finnish Russian relations and within the context of Finnish 
immigrant relations.  In the next paragraphs, some of these potential 
implications and subsequent recommendations are highlighted.  The usefulness 
of these findings can not be underestimated to stakeholders interested in 
Finnish Russian relations and Finnish immigrant relations such as National and 
local governments in Finland, the city council of Joensuu, educational 
institutions, international, national and local non governmental organizations 
and multicultural and immigrant associations just to name a few. 

This study focused on Russian minorities but also immigrants.  Two of the 
three studies (articles II and III) in this dessertaion were about Russian 
minorities in Finland and particularly in the city of Joensuu while one study 
(article I) was about immigrants in Finland.  In the case of Russian minorities, it 
was revealed that Finns in general do percieve Russian minorities as a threat 
(realistic threat, symbolic threat and negative stereotype) and article II showed 
that among the different types of threat, realistic threat and symobolic threat 
were more prevalent among older Finns compared to younger Finns but no 
significant difference was found between both groups for negative stereotype. 
This has potential implications to Finnish Russian relations because the 
perception of threat has been found to be related to prejudice and 
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discrimination towards outgroups (Gonzaléz, Verkuyten, Weesie, & Poppe, 
2008; Scheibner & Morrison, 2009; Stephan, Diaz-looving, & Duran, 2000; 
Stephan & Stephan, 1996; Stephan, Ybarra, Martinez, Schwarzwald, & Turk-
Kaspa, 1998; Schweitzer, Perkoulidis, Shelley, Krome, Sandra, & Ludlow, 2005).  
This could also explain why Russian minorities are considered to be the most 
pyschologically and emotionally  alienated immigrant group in Finland and are 
often victims of prejudice (Jaakola, 2009; Jasinskaja-Lahti & Liebkind, 2001).  
This is the first study that focuses particularly on percieved threat as an 
important factor to the attitudes of  Finns towards Russian minorities in Finland.  
In 2007, European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) 
recommended that the Finnish government should pay much more attention to 
the specific problems of discrimination and prejudice towards Russian 
minorities (ECRI, 2007).  Based on the findings in this dissertation, it is 
recommended that any attempt to improving intergroup relations between 
Finns and Russian minorities in Finland should focus on reducing the 
perception of realistic threat, symbolic threat and negative stereotype but most 
importantly realistic threat as it was found to be the most prevalent among 
Finns in general.  Moreover, much more attention and effort should be directed 
towards older Finns as the perception of threat from Russian minorities has 
been found to be even higher among them.  Even though article II showed that 
older Finns showed a higher level of threat (realistic threat and symbolic threat), 
there was no significant difference between younger and older Finns on 
negative stereotyping.  Article III also showed that among the different type of 
threats, negative stereotyping was the stronger predictor of negative attitudes 
towards Russian minorities.  This means that among the different types of 
threat, negative stereotyping is the most important threat predicting negative 
attitudes towards Russian miorities.  This implies that among the different 
types of threats, more attention should also be placed on reducing or 
counteracting negative stereotypes in an effort to reduce prejudice and negative 
attitudes towards Russian minorities in Finland and Joensuu in particular.  The 
predictive power of  negative stereotyping on prejudice and the insignificant 
difference between younger and older Finns on negative stereoyping is 
however not surprising within the context of Finnish Russian relations and 
history.  However, this is the first time this phenomena has been empirically 
investigated and tested.  It is not surpring because Finns have traditionaly held 
negative stereotypical perceptions about Russian minorities in Finland.  Finland 
was a colony to Russia.  Finland gained its independence from the hands of its 
said oppressor the Russians after fighting a number of brutal wars.  This is said 
to be the origin of Finnish Russophobia and the negative stereotypical 
perception of  Russians in Finland.  This negative stereotypical perceptions 
were passed down traditionally from one generation to another as parents 
recounted the stories about their struggles in the hands of their Russian 
oppressors (Karamaa, 2004).  Just like Karamaa (2004) suggested, this study also 
confirmed that negative stereotypes about Russians are prevalent in Finnish 
society today and that younger Finns have as much stereotypes about Russian 
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minorities as older Finns and among the different types of threat negative 
stereotypes is the strongest predictor of attitudes towards Russian minorities.  

Even though there is very little research about how the different types of 
threats can be reduced or counteracted, Stephan and Stephan (2000) suggest 
that since since negative attitudes and threats can occur due to ignorance, 
providing ingroups with the right and accurate information, could counteract 
and reduce those threats and negative attitudes.  According to Stephan and 
Stephan (2000), the following are some ways to do it: diversity training, 
multicultural education, cooperative learning programs, intergroup dialog, 
intergroup workshops, intercultural relations training, conflict resolution 
training, peace education, problem solving intergroup workshops and 
campaigns just to name a few.  Based on the findings of this study, there is a 
need for schools in the North Karelian region of Finland to focus on creating or 
enhancing educational programs and campaigns that would reduce negative 
stereotypes about Russian minorities at school in particular and within the 
wider Finnish society. This will go a long way to enhance or create a conducive 
and welcoming educational and living environment for Russian students. 
Stereotypes can be very dangerous.  “Whenever stereotypes are applied to 
members of a group, they tend to be denigrating and in most cases form the 
basis for intergroup prejudice.  This may hinder communication, intercultural 
exchange/dialogue, and interpersonal relationships (Ringo, 2005)” (Nshom, 
2016, p.11). According to Croucher (2013), an ingroup will less likely accept an 
immigrant group if they feel threatened by the immigrant group and host 
acceptance has potential implications to the successful adaptation of outgroups 
(Croucher et al., 2013; Kim, 1988).  The negative consequences of perceived 
threat cannot therefore be underestimated. 

On the other hand, this study also revealed that Finnish adolescents 
generally perceive immigrants as a threat and that among the different types of 
threats, realistic threat and symbolic threat were the most perceived threats 
from immigrants in Finland.  Again, this means that there is a need for 
interventions that can reduce the perception of these threats from immigrants 
among Finnish adolescents.  Any intervention aimed at improving intergroup 
relations between Finnish adolescents and immigrants should focus 
predominantly on reducing the perception of realistic threat and symbolic 
threats. These were found to be dominant among Finnish adolescents. This is 
especially important because realistic threat and symbolic threat were also 
found to be positively related to prejudice or negative attitudes towards 
immigrants and this positive relationship between threat (realistic threat and 
symbolic threat) and prejudice was the same for early, middle and late 
adolescents.  This implies that whether it is among early, middle or late 
adolescents, any intervention aimed at reducing prejudice should focus 
predominantly on reducing the perception of realistic and symbolic threat. 
There was no significant relationship between prejudice and negative 
stereotyping among early, middle and late adolescents. We now know the 
factors that are important to the attitudes of Finnish adolescents towards 
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immigrants.  This is important because according to Stephan and Stephan (1996, 
p. 423): 

A consideration of the role of threats as causes of prejudice has important implica-
tions for changing prejudice.  In order to reduce prejudice between specific groups, it 
may be useful to know which types of threats are the strongest determinants of prej-
udice between these groups.  This type of knowledge would be valuable in deciding 
on the particular techniques that are most likely to improve relations between the 
groups… 

4.2 Significance and relevance of the study 

The relevance of this study cannot be underestimated especially within the 
context of the current immigration crisis in Europe.  Immigration and the threat 
posed by immigrants remains a very topical and sensitive issue on several 
political, economic and social platforms. Attitudes towards immigrants in 
Europe have worsened especially amidst the outbreak of the ongoing refugee 
crisis.  In 2015, more than one million asylum seekers flooded onto European 
soil.  This massive influx of refugees met with many demonstrations in several 
European countries (UNICEF, 2015).  In Finland, it led to anti-immigrant 
demonstrations (Reuters, 2015; Yle, 2015).  This study is timely within the 
context of anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe and in Finland particularly as it 
throws more light on the attitude of Finns and the perception of threat from 
immigrants and Russian minorities. 
 This study is also the first study to examine the generational divide in 
threat perception.  Most studies on threat perception have mostly focused on 
adolescents or adults without a specific focus on understanding the 
generational divide between younger Finns below 20 and older Finns over 65 
years old especially within the context of Finnish Russian relations and history. 
The sample is therefore unique. 

Similarly, this is also the first study that attempted to understand how 
perceived threat from immigrants manifests in the process of adolescence 
development.  This study introduces an integrated threat approach in the study 
of prejudice in adolescence and a developmental approach to the study of 
perceived threat by studying perceived threat among early, middle and late 
adolescents.  This contributes to ITT by showing its applicability in a 
developmental setting.  For example, this is the first study that attempts to 
show the extent to which the relationship between perceived threat and 
prejudice remains stable from early to late adolescence.  Moreover, even though 
there are numerous studies on Russian immigration to Finland, this is the first 
study that focuses on perceived threat as an important factor to the attitudes of 
Finns towards Russian minorities living in Finland.  Nevertheless, this study 
has some certain limitations.  
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4.3 Limitations and recommendations of the study 

The first limitation of this study is the fact that it (study II and III) focusing on 
Russian minorities were carried out in the city of Joensuu, the capital city of the 
North Karelian region.  This region was found suitable because of the fact that it 
borders Russian and Russian immigrants are the most significant minority 
group in the region.  Even though this appears to be more of a plus, it 
represents a limitation in that its hard to genenralize the results to the entire 
Finnish population.  Therefore generalizations of these findings should be made 
with caution.  It is however recommended that future research should consider 
the probability or possibility of a bigger sample accross multiple cities in 
Finland for a more reliable and acurate generalization to the entire Finnish 
population. 

Moreover, studying percieved threat among early, middle and late 
adolescents would have been more insightful if the data were longitudinal in 
nature.  But because of some contrains, it was impossible to use a longitudinal 
approach (sub study I).  The study was made up of seperate samples of early, 
middle, and late adolescents.  Even though it is recommended that future 
rsearch should consider studying percieved threat and prejudice from a 
longitudinal perspective, the absence of it in this study is considered a 
limitation. 

In addition, even though we obtained a high reliability for the scales in 
this study.  We however acknowledge the fact that there is a possibility that 
some of the questions might have been too sensitive or some responses may 
have been influenced by the desire to main a positive face.  In order to avoid 
this we made sure we emphasized the fact that the questionnaire was 
completely anonymous.  However, the sensitive nature of some questions and 
the subject of prejudice and percieved threat can not be ignored as a potential 
limitation to this study. 

In addition, all the studies included in this dissertation were quantitative 
in nature. Almost every study on percieved threat and prejudice has followed a 
quantitative approach. Studies utilizing a qualitative approach or a mixed 
method approach on percieved threat are still to surface.  It is therefore 
recommeded that future research on percieved threat consider the possibility of 
a qualitative or mixed method approach as its methodological approach.  This 
will most likely give us more insight and an indepth understanding of 
integrated threat issues. 

Lastly, the samples for this dissertation focused on adolescents between 
the ages of 11 to 19 and old people over 65 years old.  This implies that there is a 
huge age category that is from 21 to 64 (adults) that was not included in this 
study.  This means that this study does not tell us anything specific about 
poeple between 21 and 64 years old.  This is a limitation in this study.  However, 
studies in the future can consider studying the perception of threat from 
Russian minorities and from immigrants among adults between those ages.  
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This will enable us to see a bigger and better picture. However, this dessertation 
has successfully and empirically contributed to our understanding of the 
relationship between Finns and Russian minorities and between Finns and 
immigrants living in Finland. 
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5 SUMMARY 

Recent trends in immigration have shown that attitudes towards immigrants or 
minority groups remain a major concern in most Western societies. 
Immigration issues are one of the most popular topics on political, economic, 
social and media platforms. Immigration and attitudes towards “the other” has 
never been a concern in Europe as much as it is now. This is off course not 
strange as Europe battles to survive one of the greatest immigration crises it has 
ever faced. Understanding the perception of the majority from the minority is 
indispensable especially in an attempt to improve intergroup relations between 
groups. In the words of Stephan and Stephan (1996, pp. 423), “In order to 
reduce prejudice between specific groups, it may be useful to know which types 
of threats are the strongest determinants of prejudice between these groups”. 
This study focused on the perception of threat from immigrants in general and 
from Russian minorities in particular among Finns as a way of throwing more 
light on the factors that are important to the attitudes of Finns towards these 
two groups. In order to this effectively, this study employed the ITT as its main 
theoretical framework. According to ITT, there are four types of threats that 
may be perceived from the minority by the majority and these are: realistic 
threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotypes, and intergroup anxiety. Realistic 
threats are threats to the physical and, economic wellbeing and political power 
of the in-group; symbolic threats are threats that arise because of cultural 
differences in norms, values and morals with the out-group; negative 
stereotypes are implied threats to the in-group; and intergroup anxiety refers to 
the anxiety the in-group might experience in the process of interaction with 
members of the out-group especially when both groups have had a history of 
antagonism (Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 1998, 2000).  

The peer reviewed book chapter in this dissertation is a general overview of the 
ITT and its various components. This book chapter answers research question 1. 

1. What is integrated threat theory?



46 

Article I (n = 795) focused on how differently early, middle and late adolescents 
perceive immigrants as threatening. It also sought to understand the 
relationship between threat and prejudice among Finnish adolescents and the 
extent to which this relationship remains stable from early to late adolescence. 
The paper is an application of ITT in order to understand the development of 
prejudice in adolescence. It answers research questions 2 and 3 below. 
 

2. How differently do early, middle and late Finnish adolescents perceive 
immigrants as threatening? 

3. To what extent does the relationship between prejudice and perceived 
threat differ from Early to Late adolescence? 

 
The aim of article II (n = 242) was to understand the generational divide in the 
way Russian minorities are perceived in Finland. It answered research question 
6. 
 

6. How differently do younger Finns perceive Russian speaking 
immigrants as threatening from older Finns? 

 
Lastly, article III (n = 305) focused on the extent to which perceived threat 
predicted prejudice towards Russian minorities and the effect of intergroup 
contact. This study provided answers to research question 4 and 5 of this 
dissertation 
 

4. What is the relationship between intergroup contact, perceive threat and 
prejudice towards Russian immigrants among Finnish adolescents? 

5. To what extent does perceive threat predict negative attitudes towards 
Russian immigrants among Finnish adolescents? 

 
The findings in this study showed Russian minorities are percieved as a threat 
(realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotype) with realistic threat 
and symobolic threat being the most dominant threats. Older Finns where also 
found to percieve a greater level of threat (realistic threat and symobolic threat) 
from Russian minorities compared to younger Finns. There was no significant 
difference between both groups for negative stereotypes. This study also 
showed threat to be a significant predictor of prejudice, and that among the 
different types of threat, negative stereotype was the strongest predictor of 
negative attitudes towards Russian minorities.   

Concerning immigrants, this study revealed that Finnish adolescents 
generally perceive immigrants as threatening and that among the different 
types of threats, realistic threat and symbolic threat were the most dominant 
threats perceived from immigrants in Finland. A positive association was also 
found between prejudice, realistic threat and symbolic threat. Most importantly, 
this association between threat and prejudice remained relatively stable from 
early to late adolescence. 
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These findings have important implications to Finnish Russian relations 
and Finnish immigrant relations. From these findings, we know what are the 
specific factors that are important to the attitudes of Finns towards these two 
groups (Immigrants and Russians) living in Finland. This information is useful 
especially in an attempt to develop specific and targeted interventions to reduce 
prejudice towards these groups. This study is therefore not only theoretically 
relevant as the first study to utilize an integrated threat approach to the study 
of prejudice in adolescence development but it is also practically relevant 
within the context of Finnish-Russian relations and within the context of 
Finnish-immigrant relations. 
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“One of the greatest sources of difficulties in intercultural relations is the belief that other cul-

tures pose a threat to one’s own culture. Wars have been fought because of such fears, and, at a 

lesser level, feelings of threat commonly interfere with diplomatic, business, and interpersonal 

relations between members of different cultures. These feelings of threat also may prejudice 

the members of one culture against those of another culture.” (Stephan et al., 2000) 

Introduction 

For the past decades and even more recently in the face worsening economic conditions; 

the refugee crisis and increasing migration; intergroup relations and conflict between 

immigrants and members of the host society has become  a major concern in many parts 

of the world especially in western societies.  Europe for example has witnessed a 

tremendous increase in immigration within the last two decades (Meuleman, Davidov & 

Billiet, 2009) and Studies focusing on anti- immigrant prejudice, threat perceptions and 

attitudes in Europe have boomed within recent years and are now relatively widespread 

(Schneider, 2008).  Even though: 

many western countries are major aid donors, most are high net 

recipients of immigrants, and all are signatories to a number of United 
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Nations charters which repudiate discrimination and persecution and 

guarantee human rights. Yet, despite this reputation for liberalism, 

there can be little doubt that, in the past decade or so within Western 

countries, there is an increasing awareness of, and a hardening of 

attitudes towards people who are different and, in particular, towards 

immigrants” (Vani & Mangan, 2009, p. 34).  

Recent analysis in the 21st century has shown that negative, xenophobic and even racist 

attitudes are widespread in Europe (Ervasti, 2004).  Lets take the case of the current 

refugee crisis for instance.  In 2015, there was  an unprecidented influx of asylum 

seekers on European shores from countries such as Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea, Somalia 

Iraq and countries experiencing conflict, widespread violence and insecurity.  By the 

end of December 2015, about one million refugees had arrived Europe; about thirty four 

thousand of of whom came by land through Turkey and the rest by sea through Greece, 

Italy, Spain, Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta (BBC, 2015; UNICEF, 2015).  This situation 

has been received with mixed feelings among members of the host community in 

different European countries especially as most of these asylum seekers come from 

muslim countries. In most European countries attitudes towards refugees have 

hardened.  In the UK for example, nearly half of Britons do not think refugees should be 

welcomed into the country (Mirror.co.uk). Attitudes towards immigrants and 

immigration in Finland have also become less positive especially amidst the outbreak of 

the current refugee crises. Besides, Finland made headline news on several international 

media outlets as anti immigrant protesters went on the streets and threw rocks and 

fireworks at a bus transporting asylum seekers to a reception center in Lahti, Southern 

Finland (Reuter, 2015).  The influx of refugees into European soil also met with anti-

immigration demonstrations and protests in other European countries such as Britain, 
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Germany, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and Czech Republic just to name a few (Yle, 

2015; Euractive, 2015).  Research has shown that with regards to refugees and 

immigrant minorities, most members of the in-group or host society are often worried 

about an increase in unemployment, the economic burden these refugees or immigrants 

would pose to their respective governments and the potential danger they represent to 

the host culture and society (Pitkänen and Kouki, 2002; Yle, 2013).  In fact according to 

Schneider (2008), prejudice and negative attitudes towards immigrants in Europe can be 

largely attributed to percieved threat.  Within the past two decades, a lot of research has 

also demonstrated that when members of the in-group or majority believe that an out-

group or minority such as immigrants and refugees is a threat to the host society, it 

could potentially lead to prejudice and conflict between them (Croucher, Galy-Badenas, 

Routsalainen, 2014; Stephan, Diaz-Looving, & Duran, 2000).  

What is prejudice? 

Prejudice off course is not a new phenomenon.  According to Rus and Madrid (1998), 

there are different definitions of prejudice (see Ashmore, 1970; Buss, 1961; 

Devine,1995; Eagly, 1992; Morales & Moya, 1996; Oskamp, 1991; Simpson & Yinger 

1965).  However, etymologically, prejudice comes from the Latin word praejudicium 

and ccording to Allport (1954) the father of prejudice research, the briefest definition of 

prejudice is “thinking ill of others without sufficient warrant”.  In Ashmore’s words, 

prejudice is: “a negative attitude toward a socially defined group and toward any person 

perceived to be a member of that group” (Ashmore, 1970, p. 253). Allport (1954) also 

defines prejudice as: 

An aversive or hostile attitude towards a person who belongs to a group, 

simply  because he belongs to that group, and is therefore presumed to have 

the objectionable qualities ascribed to the group… Ethnic prejudice is an 
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antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization.  It may be felt or 

expressed.  It may be directed toward a group as a whole, or towards an 

individual because he is a member of that group (Allport, 1954, pp.7). 

As far back as in the 1920s, prejudice and intergroup attitudes has been a major topical 

concern in the social sciences particularly in the fields of sociology and psychology.  

Beginning from the 1940s, there has been an emergence of theories on prejudice and 

intergroup conflict.  Many of these theories such as the realistic group conflict theory 

(Sheriff, 1966), symbolic racism theory (Kinder & Sears, 1981),‘group position’model 

(Blumer 1958, see Bobo 1999, Quillian 1995, 1996), the power/economic threat 

approach (Blalock,1967), ethnic competition theory (Barth 1969; Coenders, 2001) 

suggest that threat perceptions and fear largely contribute to prejudicial attitudes 

towards outgroups such as immigrants and refugees (Schlüter, 2007).  We all know of 

several and severe cases of prejudice that have resulted in open conflict between the 

majority and the minority.  For example the cases of the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda 

and Northern Ireland and Nigeria, just to name a few (Oskamp, 2000).  On another lev-

el, immigrant minorities in Europe and America are on daily basis victims of prejudice 

and discrimination.  

The integrated threat theory of prejudice (ITT) (Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996, 2000) 

is the most recent theoretical postulation on this subject and provides a useful and inte-

grated framework for understanding prejudice and negative attitudes towards outgroups 

or minorities (Scheibner & Morrison, 2009).  It incorporates several and previous theo-

retical perspectives on intergroup conflict, prejudice and negative attitudes towards out-

group such as immigrants into a comprehensive explanatory model.  In the following 

paragraphs, we will particularly focus on ITT and its components. 

Integrated threat theory 
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According to ITT, there are four major threats that can explain and predict prejudicial 

attitudes towards outgroups such as refugees and immigrants.  These are realistic 

threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety and negative stereotypes (Gonzalez, 

Verkuyten, Weesie & Poppe, 2008; Scheibner & Morrison, 2009; Stephan, Diaz-

looving & Duran, 2000; Stephan & Stephan, 1996; Stephan, Ybarra, Martinez, 

Schwarzwald, Turk-Kaspa, 1998; Schweitzer, Perkoulidis, Shelley, Krome, Sandra, 

Ludlow., 2005).  These threats can also be predicted by factors such as: intergroup 

conflict, status differences, strength of identification, knowledge of the outgroup and 

intergroup contact.  These factors are said to determine the extent to which an outgroup 

is percieved by the ingroup as threatening while the different types of threat (realistic 

threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety and negative stereotypes) are considered to 

be the different factors explaining or predicting prejudicial attitudes towards outgroups. 

These different types of threat and their antecedents are disscussed in greater detail in 

the following parapgraphs: 

Antecedents of Threats 

Inter-group conflict 

Intergroup conflict refers to real intergroup confrontations over scarce resources or dif-

ferences in culture, norms and values.  This potentially promotes the perception of 

threat and subsequently leads to negative attitudes or prejudice (Curseu, Stoop & 

Schalk, 2007).  Within the context of the current refugee crisis in Europe, Europeans 

may have conflict with refugees or immigrants over scarce resources such as jobs, pow-

er, and money, just to name a few.  This might be a motivating factor for them to per-

ceive refugees or immigrants as a threat (realistic threat).  They may also feel that the 

massive presence of refugees and immigrants may lead to their assimilation and conse-
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quently the loss of cultural heritage.  This could potentially also lead to the perception 

of threat from refugees and immigrant minorities. 

Knowledge of the out-group 

According to Stephan and Stephan (2000), the absence of basic or significant infor-

mation about an outgroup will unavoidably cause the ingroup to perceive the outgroup 

as threatening.  In such situations of ignorance, the ingroup is likely to make some as-

sumptions of the outgroup or because of the fear of the unknown and unfamiliar, they 

might develop feelings of fear and threat (Stephan & Stephan, 2000).  On the other 

hand, increased and sufficient knowledge about an outgroup can counter stereotypical 

perceptions previously held about the outgroup and consequently reduce the extent to 

which the outgroup may be perceived as threatening (Matusitz, 2012).  

Intergroup Contact 

The quantity and quality of contact also influences the perception of threat from an out-

group and its members.  If the ingroup has a more positive contact with the outgroup 

compared to the amount of negative contact, the outgroup will less likely be perceived 

as threatening.  The tendency here is that those with a previous negative contact with 

members of an outgroup, usually feel threatened by possibilities of future contact with 

the same group (Stephan et al., 1999; Stephan & Stephan 2000). Allport (1954) also 

emphasized that if contact is voluntary, cooperative, equal status, individualized and 

positive, it will improve intergroup relations.  Several studies have found intergroup 

contact to be related to lesser feelings of threat (Aberson & Gaffney, 2008; Brown & 

Hewstone, 2005; Stephan & Stephan 1996; Stephan et al., 1998, 2000; Valentova & 

Alieva, 2010).  

Status differences 
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Whenever there are two groups with different statuses that is, high and low, there is a 

tendency for the higher to perceive the lower as threatening.  This usually occurs be-

cause of the fear that members of the low level group might reverse the trend of power 

relations between them that is dominated by those of high status. The salience of threat 

posed by the other outgroups increases as the degree of status inequality increases. 

Threats will be more salient if the ingroup has a very high status or a very low status 

compared to the outgroup (Stephan & Stephan, 1998, 2000) 

Strength of Identification 

Identifying strongly with the ingroup has the ability to increase salience in all the four 

types of threat (Stephan & Stephan 2000).  People generally have the tendency and the 

motivation to develop and maintain a positive sense of their social self (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979; Gonzalez et al., 2008).  In the process of interaction, members of an ingroup who 

do not strongly identify themselves with the ingroup will not relate with the outgroup 

from the basis of their membership and consequently, will experience less feelings of 

threat or not at all.  On the other hand, the feeling of threat is often higher with people 

who strongly identify with their membership when interacting with members of the 

ougroup.  For instance, in-group identification has been found to have a significant ef-

fect on realistic and symbolic threat (Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006).  Individuals in the 

Netherlands who identified strongly with the Dutch ingroup were found to be more like-

ly to perceive ethnic minorities as threatening to Dutch society and culture (Van 

Oudenhoven, Prins, & Buunk, 1998). 

Types of threats 

Realistic Threats   

According to González et al. (2008), this fear arises because of competition over scarce 

resources such as houses and jobs or when the ingroup feels their resources are being 
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threatened by the outgroup.  The desire of the ingroup to protect their resources be-

comes the motivating factor behind prejudice, negative attitudes and discriminatory 

behaviour towards members the outgroup.  This often occurs when groups living to-

gether in a shared context compete for scarce resources and develop conflicting goals 

(Curseu et al., 2007).  Several studies have found realistic threat to be related to preju-

dice and negative attitudes towards outgroups (Stephan & Stephan 1996; Stephan et al., 

1998, 1999).  In Finland for example, politicians and the media have often blamed out-

groups such as refugees, Arabs and Russians for rising unemployment and economic 

difficulties (Finnish National Broadcasting Company, 2011; Jaakola, 2009).  In fact, 

Jaakola (2004) found out that attitudes towards immigrants in Finland grew even harsh-

er in the down turn of the economic recession.  In Finland, Finns often worry about an 

increase in unemployment, the economic burden immigrants would pose to the Finnish 

government and their social welfare system (Pitkänen & Kouki, 2002).  Similarly in 

other European countries like the UK, France and Germany, immigrants are often 

blamed for high rates of unemployment among members of the majority in the country.  

Whenever an outgroup represents an economic or political harm to the ingroup, the in-

group tends to perceive the outgroup as a realistic threat.  It is a threat posed to the in-

group by the very existence of the outgroup (Stephan et al., 1998, 2000) 

Symbolic Threats  

It is obvious that when outgroups such as immigrants and asylum seekers move into a 

new society, they experience a lot of cultural change or go through some form of accul-

turation.  On the other hand, members of the ingroup can sometimes be concerned or 

worried about the potential harm an outgroup with a different culture or way of life rep-

resents to their society and its members. According to Stephan and Stephan (1996) 

symbolic threats are threats that arise as a result of perceived differences in morals, val-
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ues, standards, beliefs or attitudes between the ingroup and the outgroup.  These are 

seen as threats to the way of life of the ingroup.  Usually outgroups with a different 

view often threaten the ingroup and are consequently often disliked by the ingroup 

(Stephan et al., 2000).  In the context of contemporary Europe and the current refugee 

crisis, immigrants with a Muslim background are in most cases perceived differently 

because of their religion and cultural values.  Islam is most often presented as a religion 

of violence and abuse especially by the media.  The outgroup´s values and beliefs are 

often times perceived as a threat to the autonomous population and its members whose 

values in most cases are considered the right ones (Curseau et al., 2007; Nshom & 

Croucher, 2014; Stephan et al., 1998).  Research has found a relationship between sym-

bolic threat and prejudice. Gonzalez et al. (2008) for example, found symbolic threat to 

be related to prejudice towards Muslims in the Netherlands.  In another study, Croucher 

(2013) also found symbolic threat to be related to prejudice towards Muslim immigrants 

in Western Europe.  Similarly, in Finland, Muslim immigrants are usually perceived 

negatively because of differences in their religious and cultural values (Jaakkola, 2009). 

Inter-group Anxiety 

Intergroup anxiety often occurs in the process of ingroup interaction with outgroup 

members.  This anxiety or feeling arises because of the fear of embarrassment, ridicule, 

rejection, exploitation etc (Stephan et al., 2000) or when the outgroup and the ingroup 

both have a history of antagonism and have little prior personal contact, are ethnocen-

tric, are ignorant of one another, and also when they are interacting in for example, un-

structured or competitive circumstances where the outgroup has a higher status than the 

ingroup (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Stephan et al., 1998).  This anxiety experienced in 

the process of interaction is usually motivated by feelings of threat and in most cases 

causes the ingroup to dislike the outgroup member (Stephan et al., 2000).  Some studies 
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have found a relationship between intergroup anxiety and negative attitude towards out-

groups (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Stephan et al., 1999; Stephan et al., 2000).  

Negative Stereotype 

These are threats that arise because of negative stereotypes the ingroup has of the out-

group.  For example, if ingroup members believe that immigrants and refugees are ag-

gressive, dishonest, and unintelligent or whatever negative attribute or stereotype you 

can imagine, they will expect interactions with them to be negative (Gonzalez et al., 

2008).  In the course of interaction, ingroup members may be afraid that negative con-

sequences will befall them because they have negative expectations of the outgroup 

(Stephan et al., 1998).  This fear can lead to prejudice and negative attitudes.  Negative 

stereotype has been found to be related to negative outgroup attitudes and prejudice 

(Stephan et al., 2000). The more negative stereotypes an ingroup has of an outgroup, the 

more feelings of threat and fear they will likely perceive from them.  On the other hand, 

positive stereotypes have been associated to lesser feelings of fear and anger towards 

outgroups (Verkuyten, 1997; Gonzalez et al., 2008). 

 Thus originally, realistic threat, symbolic threat, negative stereotype 

and intergroup anxiety are conceptualized as the different types of threat explaining and 

predicting negative attitude, prejudice and discriminatory behaviour towards outgroups 

while intergroup conflict, status differences, strength of identification, knowledge of the 

outgroup and intergroup contact are conceptualized as antecedents or predictors of 

threat (Stephan et al., 1996, 1998). (See the figure 1 below): 
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Figure 1: The Integrated Threat Theory (ITT) Model (Stephan, Ybarra & 

Bachman, 1999) 

Application of ITT 

Since the inception of ITT, there have been numerous studies that have applied ITT as a 

framework to explain and predict negative attitudes and prejudice towards different 

types outgroups in different parts of the world.  Most of these studies have received em-

pirical support for ITT and have proven its applicability in several contexts (Curseu et 

al., 2008; Stephan and Stephan, 1996; Stephan et al., 1998, 1999).  For example, Steph-

an et al. (1998), in a sample of American students found out that threats were responsi-

ble for a significant amount of negative attitudes and prejudice towards immigrants 

from Mexico, Cuba and Asia.  In another study carried out by Stephan et al. (1998) on 

attitudes towards immigrants in Spain and Israel, they found out that all four threats 

(realistic threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety and negative stereotypes) were 

useful and significant predictors of prejudice towards immigrant groups.  Other studies, 

such as Curseu et al. (2007), employed ITT of prejudice to predict prejudicial attitudes 

towards immigrant employees in a sample of Dutch workers.  In this particular study, it 
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was noticed that the variables were interrelated.  ITT has also been used to explain 

negative attitudes towards AIDS and cancer patients (Berrenberg, Finlay, Stephan, & 

Stephan, 2002), towards refugees in Australia (Schweitzer et al., 2005) and toward 

Muslims (Croucher et al., 2013; Gonzalez et al., 2008) and ethnic minorities (Nshom & 

Croucher, 2014, 2015; Riek et al., 2006). 

 Despite the fact that many studies have obtained considerable support 

for ITT of prejudice as a suitable theoretical framework for understanding prejudicial 

attitudes towards outgroups (Curseu et al., 2007; Scheibner & Morrison, 2009; Stephan 

& Stephan, 2000; Stephan et al., 1998, 2000), ITT has also been criticized.  It has been 

criticized for its restriction to four threats as the sole explanation and cause of prejudice 

and negative attitudes towards outgroups by ignoring other non-inclusive factors that 

might also lead to prejudicial attitudes.  It is important to state here that even though 

Stephan et al. (1998, 1999) have demonstrated through a number of studies that these 

four threats (realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotypes and intergroup anx-

iety) are important predicators of prejudice towards immigrants, they have also 

acknowledged the limitation of ITT in understanding and explaining every aspect of 

prejudice (Laher, 2008).  

 There have also been some problems with the conceptualization of 

some threats (negative stereotype and intergroup anxiety) and antecedents (Redmond, 

2011; Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006).  For example in the last decade, there has been 

research questioning the position of negative stereotype in the ITT model whether as a 

predictor of outgroup attitudes or as a predictor of threat (Stephan, Boniecki, Ybarra, 

Bettencourt, Ervin, Jackson, McNatt, & Renfro, 2002).  The conceptualization of nega-

tive stereotype as a threat is still being debated (Riek et al., 2006).  Stephan et al. (2002) 

in their study conceptualized negative stereotype as a predictor of threat and as a predic-
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tor of out-group attitudes in the same study and found out that negative stereotype was 

more fitted as a predicator of threat rather than negative attitudes.  Similarly, Aberson 

and Gaffney (2008) conceptualized negative stereotypes as an antecedent of threat, ra-

ther than a threat itself.  Others such as Harrison and Peacock (2010) and Riek et al. 

(2006) have suggested that negative stereotype and intergroup anxiety be removed from 

the ITT model as a threat.  Because of all these, there have been some major revisions 

of ITT since its inception (Stephan & Renfro, 2002; Stephan, Ybarra & Rios, 2009, 

2015). 

The revised version of ITT  

In the latest revision labelled intergroup threat, the original four threats (realistic threats, 

symbolic threats, negative stereotypes and intergroup anxiety) have been revised and 

reduced to two basic threats that are: realistic and symbolic threats (Stephan & Renfro, 

2002; Stephan, Ybarra & Morrison, 2009; Stephan, Ybarra & Rios, 2015).  According 

to Stephan et al. (2015), negative stereotype is considered a subset of realistic threat and 

symbolic threat.  It is considered a realistic threat when the negative stereotype is one 

that implies a potential harm to the ingroup (e.g. violent, materialistic) and on the other 

hand a symbolic threat when the negative stereotype has the potential to undermine the 

values, norms, culture or worldview of the ingroup (e.g. Disrespectful, immoral).  Inter-

group anxiety has also been categorized as a subset of realistic threat because it deals 

with apprehensions about interacting with outgroups members.  So in essence, realistic 

and symbolic threats are the only threats that have been retained as the basic threats 

predicting or explaining prejudicial attitudes towards outgroups.  However, they have 

also made a distinction between group threats and individual threats, group threats being 

threats to an ingroup as a whole and individual threats being threats to individuals be-

cause of their membership in a particular group.  Thus in the revised edition, there are 
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four types of threats: realistic group threats, symbolic group threats, realistic individual 

threats, and symbolic individual threats (Stephan & Renfro, 2002; Stephan et al., 2009; 

Stephan et al., 2015). (See figure 2 below): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Theoretical Model of Integrated Threat Theory: Revised version (Stephan et 

al., 2015) 

The perception of threat could have serious consequences. Stephan et al. (2015) ex-

plains that whenever the ingroup perceives an outgroup as threatening; it affects them 

cognitively, emotionally and behaviourally.  Cognitively, it affects their mental percep-

tion of the outgroup and its members which may consequently lead to the perception of 

negative stereotypes, ethnocentrism, intolerance, hatred and dehumanization of the out-

group.  On another level, this may also lead to the opposition of any policies, benefits 

and privileges that favour outgroups.  Emotionally, ingroup members may experience 

negative emotions such as anger, fear, anxiety and resentment, contempt, disgust, vul-

nerability, collective guilt, rage, hatred, humiliation, dread, helplessness, despair, right-

eous indignation and panic.  Perceived threats could also undermine emotional empathy 

for members of the outgroup and increase empathy towards members of the ingroup.  

These mental and emotional experiences often leads to behavioural responses such as 

discrimination, withdrawal, prejudice, violence, aggression, lying, cheating, harassment, 
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sabotage, protests, strikes, warfare, genocides and other forms of intergroup conflict 

depending on the type of threat against members of the outgroup (Stephan et al., 2015). 

Perceived threat can have a lot of practical implications on the peaceful 

coexistence between members of the ingroup and outgroup in different contexts and at 

different levels of society.  The consequences of threat perception, discrimination and 

prejudice cannot be underestimated in our world today, be it on a personal or even larg-

er level if not checked or reduced.  The current refugee crisis in Europe has led to a lot 

of violence, demonstrations and aggression towards refugees in particular and immi-

grants in general.  This attitude is predominantly motivated by the perception that they 

are a threat to the host society (Schneider, 2008).  

Focusing on percieved threats from the out-group will definitely not be 

a bad idea at all in an atempt to improving intergroup relations for the achievement of a 

better society where there is peaceful coexistence, a better appreciation of diversity, 

love and unity.  ITT research can help to redefine our focus, effort and investment in an 

attempt to improve intergroup relations and reduce discrimination and prejudice to-

wards outgroups or minorities such as refugees and immigrants.  This is because it 

shows us specific and important variables to the attitudes of ingroups towards a particu-

lar outgroup.  The usefulness or importance of ITT research to stakeholders such as 

governments, policy makers, teachers, trainers, social workers, NGOs, associations, just 

to name a few, cannot therefore be underestimated.  According to Stephan and Stephan 

(1996, p. 423): 

 A consideration of the role of threats as causes of prejudice has im-

portant implications for changing prejudice. In order to reduce preju-

dice between specific groups, it may be useful to know which types of 

threats are the strongest determinants of prejudice between these 
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groups. This type of knowledge would be valuable in deciding on the 

particular techniques that are most likely to improve relations between 

the groups… 

Unfortunately, very little research has focused on how the different types of perceived 

threat can be reduced or counteracted so that relations between the ingroup and out-

group can be improved.  Nevertheless, one of the ways in which this can be done is by 

providing ingroups with accurate information that counteracts the type of threat.  This is 

based on the assumption that threat and negative attitude towards outgroups can be due 

to ignorance and with the right information, such fears can be reduced.  There are sever-

al ways to do this; for example diversity training, multicultural education, cooperative 

learning programs, intergroup dialog, intergroup workshops, intercultural relations 

training, conflict resolution training, peace education, problem solving intergroup work-

shops, campaigns (Stephan & Stephan, 2000).  

 Moreover, according to Stephan et al. (2015), group level threats are 

often targeted from a public space while individual level threats are often targeted from 

an individual space.  On an individual level, there should be an effort to maintain daily 

security by establishing laws and rules that promote peace and unity and prohibit vio-

lence, prejudice and discrimination towards outgroups or minorities. Opportunities for 

intergroup contact should also be created, enhanced or maximized.  Researchers particu-

larly emphasize the importance of intimate situations that have the potential to offer 

ingroup members personalized understanding of members of the outgroup or situations 

and events that may provide ingroup members a chance to create friendships with out-

group members.  Research has shown that more positive contact between both groups 

can lead to lesser feelings of threat and lesser feelings of prejudice (e.g. Abberson & 

Gaffney, 2008; Jaakkola, 2000; Stephan & Stephan 1996; Stephan et al., 1998, 2000; 
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Valentova & Alieva, 2010).  On a group level, policies ought to be formulated and im-

plemented that will help to eradicate the perception of threat. Public campaigns that 

stress the importance of cultural diversity, global citizenship, peace and unity are an 

asset in an effort to eradicate or reduce perceived threat. The media can also play a very 

useful and important role in this process.  These among others are some of the ways in 

which threats can be reduced. 

Even though ITT has proven to be a useful tool in understanding and 

explaining intergroup conflict and prejudice towards racial, gender, national, ethnic and 

immigrant groups (Riek et al., 2006).  There is however a lot still to be learned and 

many questions to be answered. In the following list below, some questions that warrant 

more attention in the study of integrated threat issues are presented.  Some of these 

questions come from my experience of researching integrated threat issues while others 

are questions I consider very important from Stephan et al. (2015).  The questions are as 

follows: 

1) How does threat change as people move from one stage of human development

to another and what are the factors that affect it?

2) What are the different dimensions and factors that predispose an antecedent of

threat to be a more significant predictor of threat while another is not in the same

geographical, economic and social context?

3) If outgroups perceive themselves as a threat to the ingroup, what are the possible

implications to intergroup relations?

4) What are the factors and conditions that facilitate the translation of a threat from

a cognitive and emotional level into actual behavioral manifestation?

5) When does the experience of threat escalate, and what causes it to do so?

6) Does the perception of threat typically decrease over time as people adapt to it?
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7) To what degree are threats consciously appraised, and to what degree do they af-

fect people in the absence of conscious awareness?  

8) What actions on the part of outgroups cause the greatest perceptions of threat?  

9) Do the responses to threat vary as a function of whether the threat is posed by a 

single outgroup member or the outgroup as a whole?  

 I hope that different stakeholders will pay attention to Integrated threat 

research especially amidst worsening attitudes towards refugees and immigrants in 

western countries in an attempt to improve intergroup relations with these groups.  The 

rapid change in the demographical composition of western societies also means more 

attention should be given to relations between minorities and majorities. 
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Abstract 

Using integrated threat theory (ITT), this study examined how perceived threat, or fear of 

immigrants, manifests among early, middle, and late Finnish adolescents and the relationship 

between perceived threat and prejudice among Early, Middle, and Late adolescents.  The total 

sample consisted of 795 Finnish adolescents between 11 and 19 years of age.  Realistic and 

symbolic threats were the most perceived threats and were more prevalent among Late Ado-

lescents.  There was a positive relationship between prejudice and realistic threat and between 

prejudice and symbolic threat, but a negative relationship between prejudice and negative 

stereotyping and this relationship remained relatively stable from early to late adolescence.  

Implications are also discussed. 

Key words: Prejudice, adolescents, integrated threat, Finland, immigrant. 



Background 

 Despite the continuous rise in immigration and an attempt to manage immigration in 

Europe, anti- immigrant threat and prejudice remains a major concern at the individual and 

societal levels, and more often than not surfaces as a key political, economic, and social 

issue.  With a current immigrant population of over 200,000 (Statistics Finland, 2014), 

Finland has traditionally been viewed as a homogeneous society and highly excluded from 

the consequences of massive immigration (Kyntäjä, 1997).  However, from 1990 to 2002 the 

number of immigrants tripled, but accounted for less than three percent of the total population 

(Ervasti, 2004).  Research has shown anti-immigrant prejudice in Europe in general, and 

Finland in particular, is relatively widepread (Jaakola, 2000, 2009; Jasinskaja-Lahti & 

Liebkind, 2001; Schneider, 2008; Tarvas & Martikainen, 2012).  According to Schneider 

(2008), one of the core explanatory factors for such widespread anti-immigrant attitudes is 

threat perception.  Attitudes towards immigrants and immigration in Finland have become 

less positive especially amidst the outbreak of the current refugee crises in Europe.  This has 

even led to anti-immigration demonstrations especially in the capital area (Helsinki) (Yle, 

2015).  Not long ago, Finland made headline news as anti-immigrant protesters threw rocks 

and fireworks at a bus transporting asylum seekers to a reception center in Lahti, Southern 

Finland (Reuter, 2015).  Most Finns often worry about an increase in unemployment, the 

economic burden immigrants would pose to the Finnish government and the danger immi-

grants represent to the Finnish culture and society (Pitkänen & Kouki, 2002; Yle, 2013).  

Research has shown believing people from other cultures are a threat to one’s own culture 

and survival can lead to prejudice and discrimination towards people from other cultures such 

as immigrants (Croucher, Galy-Badenas, Routsalainen, 2014; Stephan, Diaz-Looving, & Du-

ran, 2000).  In other studies, threats have been found to predict prejudice and to be positively 
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related to prejudice and negative attitudes towards immigrants (Stephan & Stephan, 1996, 

1998).   

According to Stephan and Stephan’s (1996, 1998, 2000) integrated threat theory 

(ITT), prejudice and negative attitudes towards immigrants and outgroups, can be related to 

four types of threats: realistic threat, symbolic threat, negative stereotype, and intergroup anx-

iety.  Realistic threats are threats to the physical wellbeing, economic and political power of 

the in-group; symbolic threats are threats that arise because of cultural differences in values, 

morals and worldview of the out-group;  negative stereotype are threats that arise because of 

negative stereotypes the in-group has about the outgroup, and intergroup anxiety refers to the 

anxiety the in-group experiences in the process of interaction with members of the out-group 

especially when both groups have had a history of antagonism (as in the case of Finland and 

Russia). 

In Finland, few studies have empirically investigated threats posed by immigrants to 

the majority Finnish population (e.g., Croucher, Aalto, Hirvonen, & Sommier, 2013; Nshom 

& Croucher, 2014) and even though ITT (Stephen & Stephan, 1996, 1998) has been widely 

used in other parts of the world to understand threats posed by immigrants and minority 

groups among different samples (e.g., Curseu, Stoop, & Schalk, 2007; González et al., 2008; 

Ljujic, Vedder, & Dekker, 2012; Scheibner & Morrison, 2009; Stephan et al.,  2000; Stephan, 

Ybarra, Martinez, Schwarzwald, & Turk-Kaspa, 1998), these studies have not considered 

how differently early, middle, and late adolescents percieve immigrants as threatening.  The 

goal of this study is to fill this research gap.  This study is also an attempt to introduce an 

integrated threat perspective to the study of prejudice development from early to late  

adolescence and at the same time a contribution to research on ITT by showing its 

applicability in a developmental setting.  In this study, we first examine the extent to which 



Finnish adolescents feel threatened by immigrants and subsequently how differently threat 

and prejudice manifests itself among Early, Middle, and Late Adolescents.   

On the other hand, even though research has empirically found a relationship between 

percieved threat and prejudice (Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996),  scholarship has not 

investigated the stability of  this relationship.  Another dimension in this study is to 

understand the extent to which Finnish adolescent’s prejudice towards immigrants is related 

to percieved threat and the extent to which this relationship remains stable from early to late 

adolescence. This is particularly important because studies on prejudice development (see 

Raabe & Beelmann, 2011 for a review), have not considered threats while studies on threat 

and prejudice (see Riek et al., 2006 for a review) have not considered a developmental 

perspective. 

 Adolescence is a crucial developmental stage because these individuals represent the 

next generation of policy makers and it is also throughout these years that prejudice and 

attitude towards outgroups form and crystalize (Kiesner, Maass, Cadinu, & Vallese, 2003).  

By describing their experiences of threat and prejudice towards immigrants, and clearly dif-

ferentiating between Early, Middle, and Late adolescents, we gain important and vital infor-

mation about specific target variables to focus on in an attempt to develop or enhance preju-

dice reduction strategies towards immigrants, which is a worthwhile social investment for the 

future (White, Wootton, Man, Diaz, Rasiah, Swift, & Wilkinson, 2009). 

General research on Prejudice 

Human history has been plagued consistently with intergroup prejudice and conflict 

(Webstar, Saucier, & Harris, 2010).  Prejudice has been defined and studied differently (e.g., 

Allport, 1954; Buss, 1961; Carter & Rice, 1997; Meertens & Pittergrew, 1995, 1997; Os-

kamp, 1991, 2000; Rus & Madrid, 1998); but according to Allport (1954) prejudice is a nega-

tive attitude towards someone who belongs to a group simply because he is a member of that 
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group and is presumed to have the qualities ascribed to the group.  He insists it is based on a 

faulty generalization.  Personality threats, membership in a particular group, and cultural 

differences among others have traditionally been considered causes of prejudice (Allport, 

1954; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995).  However, concerning children and adolescents, 

attention has particularly been given to factors such as classification skills, group norm 

understanding (Abrams & Rutland, 2008; Bergen, 2001; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011), moral 

development (Killen, Margi, & Sinno, 2006), motivational factors (Aboud, 1988; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) such as ethnic awareness and identity development (Nesdale, 1999), social 

environmental factors such as intergroup contact (White et al., 2009), parents attitude (White 

& Gleitzman, 2006) and friendship with out-groups (White et al., 2009).  

There is extensive research on prejudice development in children (e.g., Aboud, 

1988; Bigler & Liben, 2006; Doyle & Aboud, 1995; Nesdale, 1999), but very little is known 

about the development of prejudice in adolescence (Kiesner et al., 2003).  Most prejudice 

development theories and research have focused on children from the ages of 4-12, looking at 

the role of social-cognitive developmental and motivational processes (Aboud, 1988; Tajfel 

& Turner, 1979).  Very little is known about the experience of threat and prejudice from ages 

10 to 20 (White et al., 2009).   

Integrated threat theory (ITT) and prejudice 

Within the last two decades, Integrated Threat Theory (ITT) has been widely used to explain 

prejudice towards immigrants.  Its basic contention is that perceived threat and negative be-

lief about an outgroup tend to usually have the tendency to express itself in prejudicial ac-

tions or negative attitude (Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996).  This has been demonstrated in 

many studies (e.g., Curseu, Stoop, & Schalk, 2007; González et al 2008; Scheibner & Morri-

son, 2009; Stephan et al., 2000; Stephan, Ybarra, Martnez, Schwarzwald, & Tur-Kaspa, 

1998).  Literature on ITT suggests prejudice can be caused by four types of threats.  These 



are realistic threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety, and negative stereotypes (Stephan et 

al., 1998, 1999; Stephan & Stephan, 1996).  

 Realistic threat gained its theoretical basis from the realistic group conflict theory 

(Schweitzer et al., 2005).  According to Stephan and Stephan, (1996), these are fears related 

to economic and political power, physical or material well-being of the ingroup or its mem-

bers.  According to González et al. (2008), this fear arises because of competition over scarce 

resources such as houses and jobs.  The ingroup may feel their resources are being threatened 

by the outgroup or outsiders.  The desire of the ingroup to protect their interest becomes the 

motivation responsible for prejudice, negative attitudes and discriminatory behavior towards 

the outgroup.  This usually happens when social groups living together in a shared context 

compete for scarce resources and develop conflicting goals (Curseu et al., 2007).  For exam-

ple, immigrants living in Finland are often blamed for rising unemployment and economic 

difficulties (Finnish National Broadcasting Company, 2011; Jaakola, 2009).  

 Symbolic threats are threats due to perceive group differences in their world view, 

religion, culture, values, morals, attitudes and beliefs, just to name a few.  Because of these 

perceived differences, ingroup members often have the tendency to dislike members of the 

outgroup and consequently prejudice them (Stephan et al., 2000).  For example, Muslim im-

migrants in Europe and in Finland are usually perceived negatively because of differences in 

their religion and values (Jaakkola, 2009).  

 Intergroup anxiety refers to the anxiety that usually occurs when ingroup members 

are interacting with outgroup members.  Outgroup members could feel this way because of 

the fear of being embarrassed, ridiculed or exploited by the other or if there exists some histo-

ry of antagonism between the two groups (Nshom & Croucher, 2014; Stephan et al., 2000).  

Studies have shown an increase in intergroup anxiety leads to an increase in the feeling of 

threat (Islam & Hewstone, 1993).  According to Croucher, Homsey, Brusch, Buyce, DeSilva, 
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and Thompson (2013), intergroup anxiety is an individual level fear rather than a group level 

fear like the other fears.  Since the focus of this study is on group level fears, intergroup anxi-

ety is not included.  

 Negative stereotypes occur when ingroup members believe members of an outgroup 

are rude, selfish, flirtatious, aggressive, dishonest, or whatever negative attribute or stereo-

type one could think about, they will expect interactions with them to be negative and this 

could lead to negative attitudes towards the “other” (González et al., 2008).  Negative stereo-

types can produce fear that can affect the process of interaction between the majority and 

minority (Verkuyten, 1997).  For example, Russian immigrants in Finland have historically 

and traditionally been perceived as the enemy due to a history of conflict and antagonism 

between Russia and Finland (Karamaa, 2004). 

Research hypotheses 

Previous research on prejudice in childhood and adolescence is to some extent marred with 

controversy and inconsistency with regards to age related changes associated with prejudice 

(Raabe & Beelmann, 2011).  However, research shows prejudice development has often been 

characterized by a nonlinear trend with an increase until the age of 7, a decrease until the end 

of elementary school and another increase from early Adolescence (Raabe & Beelmann, 

2011).  Some studies have also found a corresponding peak in prejudice from early adoles-

cence (e.g., Black – Gutman & Hickson, 1996; Kiesner et al. 2003; Rutland, 1999).  Howev-

er, from early Adolescence to late adolescence, prejudice is said to decrease (White et al., 

2003).  For example, Van Zalk and Kerr, (2014) in their study on developmental trajectories 

of prejudice and tolerance toward immigrants from early to late adolescence, found a strong 

normative decline in prejudice towards immigrants from early to late adolescence.  Similarly, 

according to Hoover and Fishbein (1999): 



“there are three theoritical views that ‘indirectly’ leads to the prediction of a     de-

crease in prejudice with increasing age from 10 to 20: (i) Fischer and Lamborn 

(1989)  propose that because prejudice stems in part from simplistic social thinking 

that, as  adolescents move towards more abstract levels, prejudice should decline; 

(ii) Katz and Ksansnak (1994) model predicted that gender role flexibility increases 

with age in adolescence due to an interaction between increasing cognitive flexibil-

ity and socialization influences, and this model when extended to prejudice predicts 

a decrease with age; and (iii) Kohlberg and Candee (1984) theorize that moral de-

velopment generally increases from preadolescence to young adulthood  because 

prejudice can involve action against target groups it can be seen as a proxy for moral 

action” (White et al., 2009, p. 525). 

Since in this study we consider ITT (realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereo-

types) as a factor in our attempt to examine how differently early, middle and late Finnish 

adolescents perceive threat from and prejudice towards immigrants, the following descriptive 

research question and hypothesis is proposed:  

RQ1: To what extent do Finnish adolescents perceive threat (symbolic threat,  real-

istic threats and negative stereotypes) from immigrants? 

 H1: Threat and prejudice will be lower among late adolescents and higher among 

 early adolescents. 

In addition, even though perceived threat has been found to be positively related to prejudice 

(Riek et al., 2006; Stephan & Stephan, 1993, 1996; Stephan et al., 1998; Stephan et al., 

1999), the stability of this relationship has not been studied particularly adolescents.  In this 

study, we first examine the extent to which Finnish adolescent’s prejudice towards immi-

grants is related to perceived threat and second we attempt to show the extent to which that 
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relationship remains stable from early to late adolescence.  In order to do this, we propose the 

following hypothesis and research question: 

H2: There will be a positive relationship between perceived threat and prejudice 

among Finnish adolescents. 

RQ2: To what extent will the correlation between threat and prejudice  differ be-

tween Early, Middle, and Late Finnish Adolescents? 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected from three cities in Finland: Jyväskylä, Helsinki, and Joensuu.  The par-

ticipants were Finnish students from grades six to upper secondary school with an age range 

of 11 to 19 years of age.  Data were collected through self-administered questionnaires and 

the primary researcher made sure it conformed to the established institutional ethical guide-

lines.  The study was approved by the city council and principals of the schools.  Out of 795 

participants, 459 (57.7%) were female while 336 (42.3%) were male.  Also, 157 (19.7%) of 

the total sample were between 11 to 13 years old (early adolescents); 362 (45%) were be-

tween 14-16 years of age (middle adolescents), and 276 (34.7%) were between 17-19 years of 

age (late adolescents).  Since the aim of this study is to understand the experience of threat 

and prejudice in adolescence, these age categories were created based on developmental peri-

ods in adolescence: early adolescents (11-13 years), middle adolescents (14-16 years), and 

late adolescents (17-19 years) (Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Valsiner & Connolly, 2003).  All 

participants were native born Finns.  The researcher organized data collection trips to the 

schools after obtaining official authorization from the appropriate university and school au-

thorities.  Participation was voluntary and participants were not compensated for their partic-

ipation.  It took approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete the questionnaire. 1 A pretest 



was conducted in order to make sure all participants, especially the youngest ones, under-

stood the questions clearly. Results indicated that questions were clearly understood even by 

the youngest participants. 

Measures 

The questionnaire included demographics measure, a measure of symbolic threat (González 

et al., 2008), a measure of realistic threat (González et al., 2008), a measure of negative stere-

otypes (González et al., 2008), and a measure of prejudice (Stephan & Stephan 2002).  The 

survey was originally prepared in English and then translated/back-translated into Finnish by 

native speakers of Finnish-English.  Participants were asked throughout the survey to respond 

to questions about immigrants and not a particular immigrant group.  This decision was made 

to ascertain how adolescents feel about the generic “immigrant” and not a specific immigrant 

group as the term is often understood by adolescents to mean those that look or speak differ-

ently from the majority irrespective of where they come from (Egharevba, 2011).   See Table 

1 for the means, standard deviations, correlations, alphas, and kappas for the study variables. 

Realistic Threat:  Realistic threat was assessed by asking participants to respond to three 

statements.  These statements were:  “Because of the presence of Immigrants, Finns have 

more difficulty finding a job”, “Because of the presence of Immigrants; Finns have more dif-

ficulty finding a house,” and “Because of the presence of Immigrants, unemployment in Fin-

land is increasing”.  These scales were adapted from (González et al. 2008) and showed an 

alpha reliability of .80.  Response categories ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly 

agree.  Higher scores indicate more perceived threat.  This current study showed an alpha 

reliability of .89 for realistic threat. 

Symbolic Threat: In order to measure symbolic threats, three items from González et al. 

(2008) were used.  These included “Finnish identity/culture is threatened because there are 

too many Immigrants today”, “Finnish norms and values are threatened because of the pres-
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ence of Immigrants today,” and “Immigrants are a threat to Finnish culture”.  Responses 

ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.  Higher scores meant stronger feel-

ings of threat.  The alpha reliability for this scale was .89 in the original (Gonzalez et al., 

2008) but this current study showed an alpha reliability of .85 for symbolic threat. 

Stereotypes: Negative stereotype was assessed by asking participants to what extent 8 trait 

adjectives (violent, dishonest, unintelligent, friendly, arrogant, kind, greedy, and inferior) 

fully described immigrants.  Friendly and kind were reversed scored.  The alpha reliability for 

these traits in the original was .83 (Gonzalez et al., 2008) and in this current study was .85.  

Responses ranged from (1) no, absolutely not, to (5) yes, certainly.   

Prejudice: Participants were given six evaluative and emotional reactions and were asked to 

indicate to what extent these items reflected how they felt towards immigrants.  This scale 

was adapted from Stephan and Stephan (2002).  The items that made up the scale were as 

follows: “Acceptance, approval, admiration, antipathy, disdain, and disrespectful”.   Ac-

ceptance, approval and admiration were reverse scored and an alpha reliability coefficient of 

.71 was obtained for prejudice in this study.  Responses ranged from (1) totally disagree to 

(5) absolutely agree.  Higher scores indicated more feelings of prejudice towards immigrants.

Insert Table 1 here 

Results 

Research question one asked the extent to which Finnish adolescents perceive threat 

(symbolic threat, realistic threats, and negative stereotypes) from immigrants.  Table 1 details 

the means and standard deviations of the combined sample and the means and standard devia-

tions of each sub-sample (early, mid, and late adolescents).  H1 proposed threat and prejudice 

would be lower among late adolescents and higher among early adolescents.  To test H1, a 3 

(student) X 4 (prejudice, symbolic threat, realistic threat, and stereotypes) multiple analysis 

of variance (MANOVA) was conducted.   The independent variable, student is categorical. 



The dependent variables are continuous.  There was a significant effect of type of student on 

the independent variables, λ = .96, F(8, 1224) = 3.50, p < .05.  Games-Howell post-hoc anal-

ysis showed significant differences between the different student groups and prejudice, sym-

bolic threat, realistic threat, and stereotypes.  See Table 2 for post hoc results.  On prejudice, 

17-19 year olds (M = 3.97, SD = .55) scored significantly higher than both 14-16 year olds 

(M = 3.81, SD = .76), and 11-13 year olds (M = 3.77, SD = .70).  On symbolic threat, 17-19 

year olds (M = 3.96, SD = 1.20) scored significantly higher than 14-16 year olds (M = 3.57, 

SD = 1.30) and 11-13 year olds (M = 3.71, SD = 1.40).  Similarly, on realistic threat, 17-19 

year olds (M = 3.77, SD =1.10) scored significantly higher than 14-16 year olds (M = 3.43, 

SD = 1.20) and 11-13 year olds (M = 3.47, SD = 1.30).  On negative stereotypes, 17-19 year 

olds (M = 1.93, SD = .54) scored significantly lower than 14-16 year olds (M = 2.21, SD = 

.78) and 11-13 year olds (M = 2.17, SD = .81).  Thus, counter to what was predicted, Late 

adolescents scored higher on prejudice, symbolic threat, and real threat than early adoles-

cents.  early adolescents did however score higher on stereotyping.    

Insert Table 2 here 

 A one-tailed Pearson correlation was conducted to test H2, which asserted that for 

Finnish adolescents there would be a positive correlation between threat and prejudice.  The 

correlation results for the full sample are presented in Table 1.  Based on the correlation anal-

ysis, the hypothesis is partially supported: prejudice is positively correlated with realistic 

threat (r = .21, p < .01), and with symbolic threat (r = .25, p < .01).  However, prejudice is 

negatively correlated with stereotyping (r = -.64, p < .001).  This trend continued when the 

sample was divided into Early, Middle, and Late adolescents; see Table 1 for the full correla-

tion results.  

 To answer RQ2, to what extent will the correlation between threat and prejudice 

differ between Early, Middle and Late Finnish Adolescents, a Fisher’s z comparison of corre-
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lations was computed for each correlation (prejudice X threat).  The results suggested the 

correlations between threat and prejudice did not significantly differ between the different 

age groups.  See Table 3 for the full Fisher’s z-results.   

Insert Table 3 here 

Discussion 

This study set out to investigate to what extent Finnish adolescents perceive threat 

(realistic threat, symbolic threat, and negative stereotypes) from immigrants and how 

differently threat and prejudice manifest between Early, Mid, and Late adolescents.  Results 

suggested Finnish adolescents in general do have a significant amount of prejudice towards 

immigrants.  It was also suggested that Finnish adolescents are more likely to percieve 

immigrants as a realistic threat and a symbolic threat than to negatively stereotype them. 

This implies that the kind of fear Finnish adolescents have when it comes to immigration or 

immigrants is one related to economic issues.  For realistic threats, the core issue is perceived 

competition over scarce resources, and the perception that these resources are threatened by 

outsiders (González et al., 2008).  For example, immigrants living in Finland have often been 

blamed for rising unemployment and economic difficulties (Finnish National Broadcasting 

Company 2011; Jaakola, 2009).  Morever, research has indicated attitudes towards 

immigrants in Finland became even sterner during the downturn of the economic crises 

(Jaakkola, 2000).  On the other hand, the idea that Finnish adolescents percieve a significant 

level of symbolic threat suggests their fear is also related to differences in values, beliefs, 

worldview, norms or culture with immigrants.  This is the case for example with Muslim 

immigrants in Finland who have often been viewed negatively because of negative media 

depictions (Croucher et al., 2013; Jaakkola 2009).  This is a revelation that neccesitates 

interventions that can reduce these fears (realistic and symbolic threat) among adolescents as 

these fears have often been found in many samples and settings to lead to prejudicial actions 



against the outgroup (González et al., 2008; Khan & Wiseman, 2007; Ljujic, 2011; Scheibner 

& Morrison, 2009; Schweitzeret al., 2005; Stephan, et al., 1998,  2000; Stephan & Stephan, 

1996).  These results therefore support the vast body of research that explore threats from the 

majority through the theoritical lens of ITT (Nshom & Croucher, 2014; Stephan et al., 1998). 

 Moreover, based on previous research (e.g., Black – Gutman & Hickson, 1996; 

Kiesner et al. 2003, Poteat & Anderson, 2012; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Rutland, 1999; Van 

Zalk & Kerr, 2014; White et al., 2009), we hypothesized threat and prejudice would be lower 

among Late adolescents and higher among early adolescents.  Contrarily, the results suggest-

ed that between Early, and Late adolescents, Late adolescents perceived the highest amount 

of prejudice, realistic threat, and symbolic threat, and the lowest amount of negative stereo-

types.  Thus, we obtained partial support for H1, which stated threat and prejudice will be 

lower among late adolescents and higher among early adolescents.   

These results however contradict previous research and approaches that have exam-

ined the development of prejudice in adolescence, since previous research suggest prejudice 

should be higher among early adolescents and lower among Late adolescents or that preju-

dice should decrease with age in adolescence (Black – Gutman & Hickson, 1996; Fishbein, 

1996; Kiesner et al. 2003, Poteat & Anderson, 2012; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011; Rutland, 

1999; Van Zalk & Kerr, 2014; White et al., 2009).  Nevertheless, several factors could ex-

plain why prejudice, realistic threat, and symbolic threat are higher among Late Finnish ado-

lescents and why negative stereotyping is lower.  Based on ITT, prejudice is higher among 

late adolescents because perceived threat (realistic and symbolic threats) with the exception 

of negative stereotyping is higher when compared to early and middle adolescents as earlier 

indicated.  According to ITT, higher perception of threat should imply more feelings of prej-

udice (Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006; Stephan et al., 1998; Stephan, Ybarra, & Bachman, 

1999) and this is the case with Late Finnish adolescents.  Moreover, Late adolescence is a 
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transitional stage to early adulthood (Hooghe & Meeusen, 2012) and some late adolescents in 

Finland already experience some form of autonomy and are more likely to perceive economic 

difficulties in their lives, families or society.  This transition makes them more susceptible to 

feelings of realistic threat.  In addition, they may perceive greater realistic and symbolic 

threat because of a stronger identification with the ingroup (feelings of nationalism).  Accord-

ing to the original theorization of ITT, ingroup identification is considered a predictor of per-

ceived threat (Stephan, Renfro, & Davis, 2008) and according to González et al. (2008): 

The more people identify with their in-group, the more likely they are to  be con-

cerned about their group interests and to consider it important to preserve their own 

culture.  Group identity functions as a group lens that makes people sensitive to any-

thing that could harm their group. (p. 671) 

For instance, in-group identification has been found to have a significant effect on realistic 

and symbolic threat (Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006).  Individuals in the Netherlands who 

identified strongly with the Dutch ingroup were found to be more likely to perceive ethnic 

minorities as threatening to Dutch society and culture (Van Oudenhoven, Prins, & Buunk, 

1998).  Even though in this study we did not include ingroup identification as a variable, re-

search according to Way, Hernandez, Rogers, and Hughes (2013) shows ethnic or racial 

group belonging increases with age (e.g., Pahl & Way, 2006; Quintana, 2007; Yip, Seaton, & 

Sellers, 2006).  

On the other hand, from RQ1, we found Finnish adolescents in general are not prone 

to negatively stereotype immigrants and it was also suggested that among the different 

groups, Late adolescents are the least likely to stereotype immigrants.  In fact, the difference 

between early and middle adolescents was rather insignificant, while Late adolescents scored 

significantly lower than the other groups.  This result suggest negative stereotyping remains 

relatively low and stable among early and middle adolescents but as they move to Late ado-



lescence, negative stereotyping significantly drops or becomes even lower; supporting  the 

idea that “As adolescents mature, they develop more complex cognitive skills and rely less on 

stereotypes” (Hooghe & Meeusen, 2012,  p 1.).  One could also argue late adolescents have 

more opportunities to learn about immigrants either from school or through intergroup con-

tact.  This knowledge in turn counters stereotypical perceptions previously held about the 

outgroup.  Literature on ITT suggest knowledge of the out-group and contact with the out-

group can affect the level of threat.  Similarly, anxiety uncertainty management (AUM) theo-

ry, cultural theory and the white racial identity developmental model conclude that increased 

knowledge about an outgroup may lead to the reduction of stereotypes (Matusitz, 2012).  This 

is related to the contact hypothesis of Allport (1954,) which stipulates intergroup contact will 

likely lesson stereotyping as it’s a way of gaining knowledge about the “other” (Matusitz, 

2012).  

 Another dimension in this study was to understand the correlation between Finnish 

adolescent’s percieved threat and prejudice towards immigrants and to what extent the 

correlation differed between early and late adolescents.  We proposed there would be a 

positive relationship between perceived threat and prejudice among Finnish adolescents” and 

sought to explore the extent to which the correlation between threat and prejudice would 

differ between Early, Middle and Late Finnish Adolescents.   Our results clearly incated 

prejudice is positively correlated with realistic threat and symbolic threat but negatively 

corelated with negative stereotypes.  Finnish adolescent’s prejudice towards immigrants is 

related to the perception of realistic and symbolic threat and less likely with negative 

stereotyping.  The finding that realistic threat and symbolic threat are positively related to 

prejudice is not new, as this result supports other studies and research on ITT that found a 

positive correlation between percieved threat and prejudice (Riek et al., 2006; Stephan & 

Stephan, 1993, 1996; Stephan et al., 1998; Stephan et al., 1999).  However, the negative 
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correlation between prejudice and negative stereotyping is interesting and even more 

especially as the negative correlation between prejudice and negative stereotype remains 

stable between Early, Mid, and Late adolescents.  These results are particularly surprising as 

research has also shown negative stereotyping to be positively associated with prejudice 

(Allport, 1954; Stephan et al., 1998, Stephan & Stephan, 2000).  This however indicates that 

negative stereotype is not important to the attitudes of Finnish adolescents (irrespective of 

their age ) towards immigrants.  This may be due to exposure to other cultures and the 

development of more cognitive and complex skills espcially as they mature (Hooghe & 

Meeusen, 2012).  Moreover, the current public discourse about immigration in Finland 

especially amidst the influx of refugees into the country, is more centered around the 

economic and symbolic threat that they represent to the Finnish society rather than negative 

streotypes.  There is also a possibility it might have something to do with the scale for 

negative stereotype.  Even though we obtained a significant reliability, we are not sure if the 

sensitivity of the scale influenced the way they responded to this measure of negative 

stereotype.  This represents a possibile limitation to this study. 

 However we recommend that future research should consider other factors that may 

mediate the relationship between threat and prejudice especially among Early, Middle and 

Late adolescents.  So far this is the first study that attempts to understand the relationship 

between percieve threat and prejudice in the process of adolescence development (from early 

to late adolescence).  

Therefore, this study contributes to research on prejudice by introducing an 

integrated threat approach to the study of prejudice from a developmental perspective 

particularly in adolescence which is considered to be a crucial and important stage in human 

development.  Even though it is throughout these years that prejudice and attitude towards 

outgroups form and crystalize (Kiesner et al., 2003), until now, research had not considered 



percieved threats as a factor in the development of prejudice in adolescence.  Moreover, this 

study contributes significantly to research on ITT by extending and showing its applicability 

in a developmental setting (adolescence).  To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study 

in Finland and the world over that applies ITT in a sample of Early, Middle and Late 

adolescents in one study. 

We recommend future research should consider a longitudinal approach  in the 

application of  ITT to better understand outgroup attitudes developmentally.  Such a study is 

currently non existent.  It would also be important to include other variables that could 

possibly explain the variance between the groups (Early, Middle and Late adolescent) in the 

way they percieve threat and how they feel towards immigrants.  Moreover, it would be 

advantageous to evaluate how adolescents feel about specific immigrants, and not general 

“immigrants” as was done in the current study.  It is possible that exploring perceptions of 

specific immigrant groups may provide insight into how adolescents perceive and 

conceptualize the world around them.  In addition, just as Nshom and Croucher (2014) 

recommended in their study, we recommend exploring perceptions of threat from the 

majority viewpoint using qualitative methods.  Most ITT studies are quantitative in nature.  In 

depth interviews would help shed light on some extenuating factors related to threat and 

prejudice particularly in the process of adolescence. 

Nevertheless, this study empirically shows us that among the different types of 

threats, realistic threat and symbolic threat are the most percieved from immigrants among 

Finnish adolescents.  The study also revealed how these threats (realistic and symbolic 

threats) are also more prevalent among Late adolescents when compared to early and middle 

adolescents.  Moreover, there was a positive relationship between prejudice and realistic 

threat and between prejudice and symbolic threat, but a negative relationship between 

prejudice and negative stereotyping and this relationship remains relatively stable from early 
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to late adolescence.  In conclusion, this study shows ITT to be an important factor in 

understanding the developement of prejudice in adolescence. 
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Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Alpha Reliabilities for Study Variables 

Full Sample 

Variable  M SD α (1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Realistic Threat 3.60 1.23 .89 - 

(2) Symbolic Threat 3.74 1.32 .85 .82** -

(3) Stereotypes 2.12 .73 .85 -.22** -.23** - 

(4) Prejudice 3.85 .69 .71 .21** .25** -.64** - 

Early Adolescents 

Variable  M SD  (1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Realistic Threat 3.48 1.35 - 

(2) Symbolic Threat 3.58 1.51 .88** -

(3) Stereotypes 2.20 .82 -.10 -.07 - 

(4) Prejudice 3.79 .70 .14* .16* -.66** - 

Mid Adolescents 

Variable  M SD (1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Realistic Threat 3.47 1.25 - 

(2) Symbolic Threat 3.62 1.34 .81** -

(3) Stereotypes 2.21 .78 -.24** -.25** - 

(4) Prejudice 3.81 .75 .17** .24** -.66** - 

Late Adolescents 

Variable  M SD  (1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Realistic Threat 3.82 1.12 - 

(2) Symbolic Threat 4.00 1.14 .78** -

(3) Stereotypes 1.96 .56 .-24** -.28** - 

(4) Prejudice 3.94 .28** .32** -.57** - 



 

Note: ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Table 3 

Fisher’s z-Comparison Results 

Realistic Threat X Prejudice 

Early Adolescents r Mid Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.14 .17 1.44 (ns) 

Early Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.14 .28 1.46 (ns) 

Mid Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.17  .28 .32 (ns) 

Symbolic Threat X Prejudice 

Early Adolescents r Mid Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.16  .24 .87 (ns) 

Early Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.16  .32 1.59 (ns) 

Mid Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

.24  .32 .97 (ns) 

Stereotypes X Prejudice 

Early Adolescents r Mid Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

-.66  -.66  0 (ns) 

Early Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

-.66  -.57  1.81 (ns) 

Mid Adolescents r Late Adolescents r Fisher’s z 

-.66  -.57 1.81 (ns) 
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