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1. General Introduction 

 

The studies presented in this thesis stem from an interest in Roma’s fate which entails 

a challenge of immense practical importance. Negative attitudes towards the Roma 

have been a common denominator of widespread rejection, exclusion and outright 

hostility that marked the eight-century-long Roma history in Europe (Crowe, 2008). In 

recent years, an increasing ethnic mobility within the European Union enabled the 

Roma to travel from one country to another to escape discrimination and search for a 

better life (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2009). Most of Roma, 

however, remain excluded from the mainstream population, and face continued 

poverty and discrimination (Kostadinova, 2011).  

The goal of this dissertation is to provide an insight into social-psychological 

mechanisms that underlie this appalling situation of European Roma. We refer to 

negative attitudes towards the Roma as Romaphobia1. Like other type of outgroup 

attitudes, Romaphobia reflects negative emotions associated with group membership, 

i.e. being Roma. The Roma group membership is strongly determined by common 

ancestry (Liegeois & Gheorghe, 1995). Nevertheless, the label “Roma” does not refer 

to a homogenous group, but to a highly diversified minority, which adheres to multiple 

cultural and religious traditions (Liegeois, 1994). Cross-cultural research shows that 

the label “Roma” pertains to Roma ethnicity (i.e. heritage), but also reflects transparent 

status differences from the mainstream population (Kligman, 2001; Prieto-Flores, 

2006).  

The integrated threat theory (Stephan & Stephan, 1996) offers a theoretical 

framework for studying Romaphobia. It focuses on perceived cultural discrepancies 

and status differences in the form of threat to material (i.e. realistic threat) and 

immaterial resources (i.e. symbolic threat). In the following sections, we present the 

theoretical rationales for perceived threat and its antecedents to be the main causes of 

Romaphobia.  

                                                 
1 In the following chapters, the words prejudice, negative feelings and anti-Roma attitudes are 

used interchangeably.  
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Integrated threat theory 

The idea that perceived threat constitutes a key for negative outgroup attitudes has 

extensively been discussed within the realistic group conflict theory (Sherif, 1966), and 

symbolic racism theory (Kinder & Sears, 1981). More recently, Stephan and Stephan 

(1996) unified these conceptually different notions into the integrated threat theory. 

The integrated threat theory suggests that the social psychological mechanisms 

underlying outgroup prejudice involve perceived threat and its antecedents (e.g. 

ingroup identity) (Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006, for a meta analysis). Perceived 

economic threat concerns inter-group competition for scarce resources such as jobs and 

housing (Sheriff, 1966). Symbolic threat is about the worldviews of a group, which is 

assumingly threatened by out-group members with distinct morals, norms, and values 

(Sears, 1988).  

Negative attitudes towards outgroups may be independent of actual inter-group 

competition, generated by minority proportion and contact opportunities (Burjanek, 

2001; Nordberg, 2004; Sigona, 2005). Reluctance to share scarce resources with 

Roma, and intolerance towards the Roma culture, may be linked to Zeitgeist, or more 

precisely, to the extent to which general cultural and political climate in society reflects 

a supportive (or unsupportive) social context for intercultural relationships (e.g. 

Phillips, 2010). In particular, it was shown that nationalism and endorsement of 

unfavorable acculturation strategies, i.e., a desire for cultural homogenization among 

dominant group members may have contributed to the perceived threat from Roma 

(Brearley, 2001; Woodock, 2007). Drawing from past research, this dissertation 

proposes acculturation preferences and national ingroup attitudes to be antecedents of 

perceived threat, and to have both direct and indirect (via perceived threat) relationship 

to Romaphobia.  

 

Nationalism 

Nationalism is defined as an in-group identification that is primarily centered 

on affiliation with a nation, which, depending on the circumstances and ideological 

premises may reflect strong attachment to or a desire for a nation state (cf. Weiss, 

2003). This definition emphasizes the importance of cultural-historical entities as the 

bases for political legitimacy, but also assumes a strong emotional component which 

determines the relationship with one’s own ethnic group, language, religion, as well as 

a specific sense of comradeship among the group members (Anderson, 1983). For 
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people with strong nationalist feelings, the national group provides a familiar context 

in a broader social landscape.   

This emotional attachment to and identification with one’s nation may provide 

a psychological rationale for nationalism as an antecedent of prejudice, i.e.,  negative 

feelings towards and unfavorable evaluation of other (national) groups (Wagner, 

Becker, Christ, Pettigrew, & Schmidt, 2010). Nationalists derive their self-concept 

from the national group to which they belong; hence perceived threat to the continued 

transmission of and support for one’s heritage culture and economic welfare may 

become the basis for negative prejudice.  

 

Acculturation expectations 

Acculturation refers to intercultural interactions and mutual influences between 

dominant and subordinate groups (Berry, 1999, 2003). Berry’s model of acculturation 

(Berry, 2003) proposes the relative preference for maintenance of the own ethnic 

culture and the relative preference for relationships with other groups, as the main 

criteria for a group’s acculturation. Hence, four distinct acculturation attitudes or 

behavioral strategies are distinguished: integration (yes to both cultural maintenance 

and interethnic contact); assimilation (yes to interethnic contact, no to cultural 

maintenance); segregation or separation (yes to cultural maintenance, no to 

intercultural contact); and marginalization or exclusion (no to both cultural 

maintenance and intercultural contact).  

Past research indicates that by virtue of power advantages, the dominant group 

members may have relative control over the acculturation of minorities (Bourhis et al., 

2009). According to the interactive acculturation models (Bourhis, Moise, Perreault, & 

Senecal, 1997; Piontkowski, et al., 2002), status differences between the subordinate 

and dominant group may result in different, even conflicting expectations regarding the 

acculturation processes (Rohmann, Florack, & Piontkowski, 2006). Scholars 

distinguish between nationals’ perceived acculturation, i.e., nationals’ perceptions of 

other groups’ acculturation efforts, and acculturation expectations, i.e., preferences that 

nationals or majority group members have as regards how minority groups – in our 

case Roma – should acculturate. The members of subordinate groups are typically 

interested in cultural maintenance, and often favor integration which grants them space 

for both contact with nationals and maintenance of their own heritage culture (Bourhis 

et al., 2009; Jasinskaja-Lahti, et al., 2003; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007; Zick, 
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Wagner, Dick, & Petzel, 2001). Nationals may perceive this acculturation preference 

of minority group members and be concerned with the prospects of sharing national 

resources with subordinate groups; hence their acculturation expectations may reflect a 

desire to reject intercultural relationships between minority and majority groups 

(Florack, Piontkowski, Rohmann, Balzer & Perzig, 2003; Montreuil & Bourhis, 2004; 

Piontkowski, et al., 2000). We propose acculturation expectations as antecedent of 

economic and symbolic threat; and investigate whether or not different types of threat 

mediate the effects of acculturation expectations on Romaphobia.  

 

Adolescents as research population 

Three of the four papers to be presented in this thesis are about adolescents. A 

growing body of research has revealed that stereotypical beliefs and prejudicial 

attitudes are developed at an early age, and that these attitudes, once developed, tend to 

be long-lasting (Aboud, 2008; Barret & Oppenheimer, 2011; Jennings, Stoker, & 

Bowers, 2009). Adolescents constitute an adequate and easily reached research 

population. Given the fact that most of students’ daily life and interactions take place 

at schools, school may be seen as adequate terrain for prejudice transmission, but also 

for prejudice reduction, i.e. correction of one-sided perceptions and negative 

behavioral consequences (e.g., violence, discrimination).  

 

Summary and the main research questions 

The following research questions guide our studies: 

1. Is Romaphobia a manifestation of generalized prejudice or a qualitatively 

distinct type of prejudice? 

2. Do perceived economic and symbolic threat provide a rationale for 

nationalists’ Romaphobia? 

3.  How are acculturation preferences related to adolescents’ Romaphobia?  

4. Is there a common model of the relationship between Romaphobia, 

perceived threat and its antecedents in different intercultural settings?  

 

The first paper reports a secondary analysis of Hungarian national representative 

data to investigate the empirical justification for conceptualizing negative feelings 

towards the Roma as a distinct type of prejudice (chapter 2). It is a justification for 
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focusing the attention in the other chapters on Romaphobia as a specific type of 

prejudice deserving special attention. This paper momentarily is under review.  

In the second and third paper, we use Serbian adolescents’ data to investigate 

the mediating role of perceived economic and symbolic threat on relationships between 

nationalism and acculturation expectations, on one side, and Romaphobia on the other. 

The second paper (chapter 3), investigates perception of economic and symbolic threat 

from Roma, as well as the mediating role of perceived threats on relationships between 

nationalism and Romaphobia. This paper is accepted for publication in the Journal of 

Political Psychology (Ljujic, Vedder & Dekker, 2011).  

In the third paper (chapter 4), we built upon the interactive acculturation model 

(Bourhis, et al., 2009) to explore adolescents’ acculturation expectations as antecedents 

of perceived threat. In particular, we investigate if ethnocentric acculturation 

preferences, i.e., assimilation, segregation or exclusion are characterized by higher 

levels of perceived threat and Romaphobia, than integration preference, which are 

assumingly accompanied by low levels of perceived threat and prejudice. This paper 

has been published in the International Journal of Intercultural Relations (Ljujic, 

Vedder, Dekker, & Van Geel, 2010). 

The fourth paper (chapter 5) reports a comparative study. We examine 

interrelationships among nationalism, integrationist preferences, perceived threats and 

Romaphobia among Dutch and Serbian adolescents. More specifically, we analyze 

whether and to what extent threat mediates the relationship between nationalism and 

integration preferences of national youth and their Romaphobia and whether these 

relationships are comparable between Serbian and Dutch youth. We expect that 

differences between the Netherlands and Serbia in terms of density of Roma presence 

and corresponding contact opportunities between national and Roma youth affect the 

findings. This paper has been published in the International Journal of Psychology 

(Ljujic, Vedder, Dekker, & Van Geel, 2011). 
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