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Contact, conflict and interethnic attitudes among children in North Macedonia 

 

Abstract 

 

Improving interethnic relations in conflict-affected societies is a difficult task, as a complex 

repertoire of mutual views and reactions is developed. Furthermore, the experiences of the 

children in such situations have rarely been taken into perspective. Therefore, this study tries 

to address this research gap by using data from the Republic of North Macedonia, where 

interethnic tensions are still present between ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians 

although the violent outburst of the conflict ended in 2001. The paper is focused on perceptions 

of contact and conflict among primary aged children and their relations with outgroup attitudes 

such as liking, trusting, and wanting to play with children from the outgroup. A total of 194 

children aged 6 to 11 (M=8.4) participated in the research, filling play-like items using 

Qualtrics. The sample was taken from two schools with mixed language of instruction and was 

balanced for ethnicity (45.9% Macedonian, 54.1% Albanian) as well as gender (57.7% female, 

42.3% male).  The results of the series of regression analyses show that contact quality and 

number of outgroup friends are significantly correlated with outgroup liking, willingness to 

play, and outgroup trust, and perception of conflict is negatively correlated with outgroup trust. 

The interaction between age and contact quantity is a significant predictor of willingness to 

play with the outgroup, and interaction between majority status and contact quantity is a 

significant predictor of outgroup trust. The study highlights the need for meaningful contact 

between children from both ethnic groups for improvement of interethnic relations.   

 

 

Key words: contact, conflict, intergroup attitudes, primary aged children 
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Introduction 

 

Promoting intergroup understanding and improving intergroup attitudes is paramount for 

societies faced with violent outbursts of interethnic conflict. Authors have pointed out that one 

important precursor for change is changing the reactions of the groups towards each other (Bar-

Tal, 2013). Keeping in mind that children start developing their ethnic identity early on 

(Nesdale et al., 2004), and even become aware of intergroup relations and start developing 

prejudice (Aboud et al., 2012), it is very important to try to understand their experiences with 

the other groups and the mechanisms through which positive intergroup relations can be 

promoted. This is especially important in societies faced with conflict, as in such situations the 

children develop a repertoire of reactions towards the other group at a very young age (Bar-

Tal, Diamond,& Nessie, 2017; Connolly & Healy, 2004). To date a number of interventions 

have been developed to promote such positive changes, and a number of them have been based 

on the contact hypothesis (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005).The findings point to the value of 

contact in improving intergroup relations (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Pettigrew et al., 2011), 

especially in conflict-affected settings (Hughes et al., 2012; Hughes et al., 2013). However 

most of the studies to date have involved either adults or older children (post-primary), with 

very few studies looking at the experiences of younger children (Connolly, 2001; Tomovska 

Misoska, 2013). Therefore this paper tries to bridge the gap by looking at the relation between 

conflict, contact, and three outcome variables connected to intergroup relations: trust, outgroup 

liking, and willingness to play with the outgroup members, and this study ultimately aims to 

understand how contact may help in promoting better intergroup relations in a society that has 

experienced a violent outburst of interethnic conflict and still experiences division.  

 

North Macedonia context 

 To understand the relation among these variables, data from children aged 6 to 11 from 

the Republic of North Macedonia were used. The Republic of North Macedonia is inhabited 

by people from different ethnic backgrounds, with the majority being Macedonians and the 

largest minority being Albanians, followed by Turks, Roma, and Serbs (The state statistical 

office, 2005). Communication between the two biggest groups is fairly limited, and interethnic 

dialogue is marked by intolerance, suspicion, and mistrust (Myhrvold, 2005). These tensions 

have resulted in a violent conflict outburst in 2001which ended with the signing of the Ohrid 

Framework Agreement granting more rights to the ethnic minorities in the country, but the 

perceptions and interpretations were clearly ethnocentric by both ethnic groups (Petroska-
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Beska & Najcevska, 2004). Most of the studies conducted after the signing of the Ohrid 

Framework Agreement still show consistent favourable perception of the author’s own ethnic 

group and a mostly negative perception of the other ethnic group (Jasari et al., 2005; Petroska-

Beska&Kenig, 2002; Petroska-Beska, 2012). Although there has been improvement over time, 

a certain degree of mistrust still persists among members of both ethnic groups. Both 

Macedonians and Albanians reported that they would not send their children to a school where 

another ethnic group is a majority (Maleska, 2010). This tension spans across generations, and 

even young people in the country show low levels of trust in the other ethnic group and high 

levels of social distance (Topuzovska Latkovic et al., 2013). 

The educational system has been both a product and a de facto contributor to ethnic 

separation in the country. Given the opportunity, minority students attend classes in their 

mother language, resulting in very limited contact between Macedonian and Albanian pupils 

(Myhrvold, 2005). In ethnically mixed municipalities, some schools only have one language 

of instruction (some only have Macedonian and some only Albanian), and even in schools with 

multiple languages of instruction, there are still numerous ways to keep the pupils separate 

such as splitting students into different buildings or different shifts and these arrangements 

have left Albanian children most isolated from the other ethnic groups (Petrovska-Beska et al., 

2009). Studies have shown that the educational system lacks capacity for promoting more 

positive mutual interactions and leading towards improvement of interethnic relations 

(Mickovska, Aleksova, & Raleva, 2009; Petrovska-Beska et al., 2009) and that stereotypes 

about the groups still persist among pupils (Petroska-Beska, 2012).Although teachers, parents, 

and even pupils are ambivalent towards mutual contact, viewing it mostly as a source of 

conflict, many are also aware that pupils need to get to know each other and learn how to work 

with each other, which is only possible through greater mutual contact (Petroska-Beska, 2012). 

As a result, there have been a number of efforts through various projects to enhance the capacity 

of the educational system for improving intergroup relations, and many projectsencouraging 

organized intergroup encounters have been undertaken. Although these efforts have promoted 

some movement towards better portrayal of the multicultural nature of North Macedonian 

society in schools (Petroska-Beska & Osmani, 2014), the experiences of children in North 

Macedonian primary schools have rarely been explored. Therefore, this study will focus on 

exploring the experiences of 6- to 11-year-old children. The paper will start by presenting the 

theoretical basis of the current work.  

 

Contact, conflict, children, and intergroup attitudes 
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Children who grow up in a society that has faced violent outbursts of conflict tend to develop 

a repertoire of attitudes and behaviors towards the other ethnic group that reflect the views of 

the community in which they live (Bar-Tal et al., 2017), even after the height of violence has 

passed (Ajdukovic & Corkalo Biruski, 2008). In such situations, children tend to develop 

strong ingroup loyalty and lower levels of trust towards the other ethnic group (Ajdukovic & 

Corkalo Biruski, 2008). In conflict-affected settings it has been noted that more prejudice leads 

to less desire for mutual contact and greater social distance between the groups (Binder et al., 

2009).  

 One important way of reducing prejudice and promoting better intergroup relations in 

conflict-affected settings has been the use of contact interventions. The value of contact was 

first emphasized by Allport (1954), and in its original formulation, the contact hypothesis 

proposed four conditions of contact that should lead to decreased prejudice not only towards 

the individuals in the contact situation but also towards the whole group. The four conditions 

were: equal status within the contact situation, common goals, co-operation in the pursuit of 

those goals, and support for contact from authorities. Later research provided strong support 

for the value of contact in reducing prejudice and promoting positive intergroup relations in a 

variety of settings. Though the effects were stronger when the conditions were present, a recent 

meta-analysis (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) found positive effects even in the absence of the four 

conditions, although casual negative contact may lead to heightened negative attitudes towards 

the outgroup (Pettigrew etal., 2011).  

Studies have found that both quantity and quality of contact are important for positive 

effects to occur (Binder etal., 2009; Hewstone & Brown, 2005; Niens, Cairns, & Hewstone, 

2003), but it has been noted that the quality of contact has stronger influence (Binder et al., 

2009; Eller & Abrams, 2004; Tredoux & Finchilescu, 2010). In general, higher quality contact 

was found to promote trust and more positive perceptions of the outgroup, and therefore lead 

to greater reconciliation efforts in two conflict-affected settings—Northern Ireland and South 

Africa (Tropp et al., 2017). The positive effects of contact extend even beyond the contact 

situations in predicting future contact intentions, with trust acting as a mediator (Binder etal., 

2009; McKeown & Psaltis, 2017).  

One of the most important variables being studied and outlined as especially conducive 

for reducing prejudice and promoting better intergroup relations is intergroup friendship. 

Friendship reduces anxiety and promotes empathy and self-disclosure, thus leading to more 

positive attitudes (Pettigrew & Troop, 2006; Pettigrew et al., 2011; Turner et al., 2013).Such 
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positive effects of contact were observed among post-primary pupils in Northern Ireland 

(Hughes et al., 2013; Turner et al., 2013), where contact in ethnically heterogeneous schools 

led to more positive ingroup norms about forming friendships with the outgroup (Hughes et 

al., 2013). In addition, it has been found that organized contact reduced intergroup anxiety and 

improved outgroup attitudes, intergroup trust, and tendencies for more contact with the 

outgroup among post-primary students in Northern Ireland (Hughes et al., 2012). It has to be 

noted, however, that certain studies have found differences in the effects of contact when it 

comes to the majority/minority status of the participants. In that regard, studies found that the 

associations between contact and social distance are less robust for minority participants 

(Binder et al., 2009, Tredoux & Finchilescu, 2010). In addition, a meta-analytical study of the 

contact hypothesis found a stronger contact-prejudice reduction link for groups with majority 

status, pointing to the need to explore the issue further and look at the conceptions of contact 

between the groups (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005), which might be different between majority and 

minority groups (Tredoux & Finchilescu, 2010; Uluğ & Cohrs, 2017). When it comes to the 

age of the participants most studies point out that the effects of contact are not related to age 

and positive effects are noted among all age groups, although most studies used participants 

who are adults or young adults (Pettigrew & Troop, 2006; Pettigrew et al., 2011), even in 

conflict-affected settings (Cehajic, Brown,& Castano, 2008) and there is a lack of studies for 

gender effects of contact when it comes to interethnic relations.  

However, very few studies have looked at the experiences of primary aged children. 

One meta-analysis (Aboud et al., 2012) found that contact has beneficial effects on younger 

children, with contact affecting their attitudes more than their interactions. The effects of 

contact were even stronger for children with majority status. Some authors have noted that by 

the age of eleven, children in societies faced with violent outbursts of conflict are quite 

competent in understanding and interpreting the wider context and that contact interventions 

need to engage with their understandings in order to be successful (Connolly, 2000; Connolly 

& Maginn, 1999; Tomovska Misoska, 2013; Tomovska, 2010). Keeping in mind that by the 

age of eleven children are already aware of the broader context in which they live, 

understanding the aspects of contact connected to outgroup attitudes in younger children is 

paramount. Age is an important variable, as studies show that children’s competence in 

understanding the differences between the groups in conflict-affected settings increases with 

age (Bar-Tal, Diamond & Nasie, 2017; Tomovska Misoska et al., 2019). Therefore, the main 

goal of the paper is to understand the relations between the gender, ethnicity, and different 

aspects of contact and the outgroup attitudes among primary aged children in the Republic of 
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North Macedonia. 

 Based on the literature review the paper tests the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Perception of more conflict is related to lower trust, less willingness to play with 

the outgroup, and less outgroup liking.  

Hypothesis 2: More contact is related to higher trust, more willingness to play with the 

outgroup, and more outgroup liking. 

Hypothesis 3: Higher quality contact is related to higher trust, more willingness to play with 

the outgroup, and more outgroup liking. 

Hypothesis 4: More reported outgroup friends are related to higher trust, more willingness to 

play with the outgroup, and more outgroup liking. 

Hypothesis 5: The age and the majority status of the participants have moderating effects on 

the relationship between contact and outgroup attitudes, trust, willingness to play with the 

outgroup, and outgroup liking.  

 

 

Methodology 

 

Sample and procedure 

The current study was conducted in two schools in mixed municipalities in the Republic of 

North Macedonia. In one municipality Albanians were the local majority and in the other 

Macedonians were the local majority to balance potential status differentials between the two 

ethnicities on a local level. All the results are however calculated based on a country level 

majority/minority status (this variable was part of the analysis entered as a dummy variable 

with 1 being assigned for majority). Both Macedonian and Albanian were languages of 

instruction in the two schools. In both schools the children are educated in separate classes (due 

to the opportunities for education in mother tongue) but have possibilities to meet members of 

other group during casual encounters (school breaks, etc.) and some of the children have been 

involved in planned contact encounters.  

Principals first provided consent for the research to be undertaken in their schools. 

Parents were then approached and asked to provide consent. Participating children also gave 

written consent before the research commenced. A total of 194 children participated in the 

research. Ethnic backgrounds of the participants were balanced, with 45.9% Macedonian 

participants and 54.1% Albanian participants. There were 57.5% female and 42.3% male 

children. The age ranged from 6 to 11 with an average age of 8.4 (M=8.4, SD=1.4).  
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The data was gathered using play-like tasks that the children completed using iPads via 

Qualtrics software. The children completed the tasks in a designated quiet area in 15-minute 

one-on-one sessions with a trained researcher. Each task began with an introductory slide 

where the researcher provided a brief overview of the task, reassured the participant that there 

were no right or wrong answers, and asked if they had any questions before beginning the 

section of the game. Throughout the game, participants were rewarded with stickers. 

 

Instruments 

To measure contact three items were used. First, researchers introduced a 5-level clock 

picture Likert scale to participants and asked them how much time they spend with outgroup 

member children; this item was used to measure the quantity of contact (contact quantity). The 

second item included a scale of four hands indicating a range from thumbs up to thumbs down, 

and participants were asked how good or bad their experiences were with outgroup member 

children and the item was used to measure contact quality. The final item asked participants 

how many close outgroup member friends they had, utilizing a four-level scale displaying 

different numbers of people and this was used to measure the friendship aspects of contact 

(outgroup friends). Higher scores indicate more positive tendencies for contact. The measure 

was adapted from previous research in Northern Ireland (Tausch etal., 2007).  

To measure outgroup attitudes researchers introduced each participant to four fictitious 

characters from the background opposite that of the participant. Each character had a flag 

representing their community on their shirt and a name common to the background. 

Researchers then introduced the accompanying thumb scale and asked three questions about 

the children’s perspectives toward the outgroup: how much do you like them (outgroup liking), 

how much do you trust them (outgroup trust), and how much do you want to play with them 

(willingness to play with outgroup). Participants selected one of the four thumbs to indicate 

their attitudes. In all scales higher scores mean more positive outgroup attitudes. The measure 

was adapted from previous work of Nesdale and colleagues (2009). As the contact and 

outgroup attitude items used scales with different levels the raw scores for each individual 

participant was divided by the number of the levels on the scale so that the results are 

comparable across all items used in the research. Thus all transformed scores are proportions 

and the transformed scales range from 0 to 1.  

To measure the perception of interethnic conflict researchers described a cartoon scene 

to participants in which two children gender-matched to the participant were struggling over a 

toy. Researchers introduced this as an example of ‘conflict.’ Participants were then asked, 
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“How much conflict do you think there is between Macedonians and Albanians in the 

country?”. Participants could then respond via a five-level balloon scale ranging from none to 

a lot. Higher scores mean perception of more conflict. The measure was taken from previous 

work by Dautel (2012).  

 

Results 

 

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

 

The first step of data analyses included calculations of the descriptive statistics of the 

variables and their correlations. The results of the mean and standard deviation of the variables 

are given in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics 

 Mean  SD 

Outgroup trust .49 .29 

Willingness to play .48 .31 

Outgroup liking .46 .31 

Perception of conflict 3.28 1.31 

Quantity of contact .38 .18 

Contact quality .35 .31 

Outgroup friends .41 .21 

 

The correlation matrix for the variables included in the hypothesis testing is given in 

Table 2. As can be seen, there are statistically significant correlations between the variables. 

Most notable is that the perception of conflict has only a significantly negative correlation with 

trust, meaning that those children who have higher perception of conflict also report less 

outgroup trust. It also has to be noted that the majority/minority status of the participant is not 

significantly correlated to many variables. There is no difference between the minority and 

majority participants when it comes to their outgroup attitudes (the correlations are nto 

significant and additional t-test are non significant as well). The only exception is the 

significant positive correlation between the majority/minority and quantity of contact, meaning 
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that majority children tend to report more contact encounters with their outgroup peers 

(M=0.41 for majority participants and M=0.35 for minority participants; t(179)=2.25, p<.01). 

Older children also tend to report higher levels of outgroup trust, more willingness to play with 

the outgroup, and more outgroup liking. They also tend to report more frequent contact 

encounters and more outgroup friends. When it comes to the quantity of contact, it can be 

noticed that it is not correlated with the outgroup trust and outgroup friendship. It is, however, 

correlated with other variables and as such it will be included in the regression analysis.  

 

Table 2  

Correlations between variables 

 Age Maj/ 

Min 

Like Trust Play Conflict Contact 

Quantity 

Contact 

Quality 

Friends 

Age 1 -.06 .22** .16** .2** -.2 .23** .06 .26** 

Majority/ 

Minority 

-06 1 .06 -.01 -0.1 -.07 .17** .02 .03 

Liking   1 .39** .42** -.03 .16* .41** .32** 

Trust    1 .42** -.18** .08 .27** .32** 

Play     1 -.02 .11 .26** .23** 

Conflict      1 -.04 -.01 -.09 

Contact 

quantity 
      1 -.06 .29** 

Contact 

quality 
       1 .17* 

Friends         1 

 

Hypothesis testing 

 

To test the hypotheses a series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted with 

two blocks of variables being entered. The criterion variables were: outgroup trust, willingness 

to play with the outgroup, outgroup liking. In the first block the predictor variables were contact 

quantity, contact quality, outgroup friends, perception of conflict, age, and majority/minority 

status (which was entered as a dummy variable with 1 being majority). In the second block the 

interaction between the age and majority/minority status and the rest of the predictor variables 

were entered as part of the regression.  

The first regression analysis looked at outgroup liking as a criterion variable. Including 
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the predictor variables in the first block of the model explains only 23.1% (R2=.231) of the 

variance of the variable outgroup liking, and the model is statistically significant (F (6,174) 

=9.99, p<0.01). The results of the model testing are presented in Table 3. The results also show 

that only contact quality and the number of outgroup friends (β=.22, p<.01) are statistically 

significant predictors of outgroup liking. When the interaction variables are added to the model 

in the second block, the model explains 22.3% (R2=.223) of the variance of the criterion 

variable and it is statistically significant (F (14,166) =4.69, p<0.01) and the change in the F 

statistic is significant. None of the interaction between the variables is statistically significantly 

linked to outgroup liking.  

 

Table 3 

Results of multiple linear regression for outgroup liking 

 Standardized 

coefficients 

t Sig Correlations 

 Beta   Zero order 

Constant  -.6 .55  

Conflict .00 .01 .99 -03 

Contact quantity .09 1.25 .21 .16 

Contact quality .37 5.51 .00 .41 

Outgroup friends .19 2.76 .01 .32 

Age .12 1.78 .08 .22 

Majority status .04 .58 .56 .06 

Step 2     

Majority contact quantity interaction -.05 -.25 .8 .12 

Majority contact quality interaction -.13 -1.04 .3 .25 

Majority outgroup friends interaction .21 1.22 .22 .22 

Majority conflict interaction .31 1.59 .11 .07 

Age contact quantity interaction .49 1.1 .27 .21 

Age contact quality interaction -.08 -.17 .86 .42 

Age outgroup friends interaction -.15 .33 .75 .33 

Age conflict interaction -.25 .57 .57 .07 

 

Another multiple regression model was run to test for outgroup trust as a criterion 

variable. The results in Table 4 show that the model is statistically significant (F (6,174) 

=6.32,p<0.01) and explains 15% (R2=.15) of the variance of outgroup trust. The regression 
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coefficients show that contact quality and number of outgroup friends are statistically 

significant predictors of outgroup trust at the more stringent level (0.01) and have a positive 

impact on outgroup trust. Perception of conflict, on the other hand, is negatively related to 

outgroup trust at the level p<.05. When the interaction effects are included in the regression 

model, the model explains 18% of the variance (R2=.18), the model is statistically significant 

(F (14,166) =3.83,p<0.01), and the change in the F statistic is significant. The only significant 

predictor is the interaction between the majority status and contact quantity (at a level p<.05).  

The results in Graph 1 show that this is especially important for children with minority status, 

as for them more contact is connected to higher levels of trust.  

 

Table 4 

Results of multiple linear regression for outgroup trust 

 Standardized 

coefficients 

t Sig Correlations 

 Beta   Zero order 

Constant  1.87 .06  

Conflict -.16 -2.28 .02 -.18 

Contact quantity -.01 -.12 .91 .08 

Contact quality .22 3.14 .00 .27 

Outgroup friends .24 3.25 .00 .32 

Age .09 1.17 .24 .16 

Majority status -.02 -.31 .76 -.01 

Step 2     

Majority contact quantity interaction -.43 -2.11 .04 .00 

Majority contact quality interaction .06 .43 .67 .18 

Majority outgroup friends interaction .29 1.67 .09 .16 

Majority conflict interaction .01 .03 .98 -.06 

Age contact quantity interaction .55 1.17 .24 .12 

Age contact quality interaction -.59 -1.26 .21 .27 

Age outgroup friends interaction .72 1.55 .12 .33 

Age conflict interaction -.61 -1.36 .17 .11 

 

Graph 1. Interaction effects of contact quantity and majority/minority status for outgroup trust 
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 The last multiple linear regression included willingness to play with the outgroup as a 

criterion variable. The results of the first model are displayed in Table 5. As can be seen, the 

model explains 9% (R2=.09) of the overall variance and is statistically significant (F 

(6,176)=4.13, p<0.01). The perceived quality of contact (p<0.01) and number of outgroup 

friends (p<0.05) are statistically significant predictors of willingness to play with the outgroup. 

When the interaction variables are entered in the model, it predicts 14% of the overall variance 

(R2=.14) and the model is statistically significant (F (14,166)=3.13, p<0.01) and the change in 

the F statistic is also significant and the prediction is improved in the second model. Only the 

interaction between age and the contact quantity is a significant predictor of willingness to play 

with the outgroup (p<0.01).  The results displayed in Graph 2 outline that older children who 

report more contact with the outgroup tend to display more willingness to play with the 

outgroup. For younger children less reported contact is linked to more willingness to play with 

the outgroup.  
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Table 5 

Results of multiple linear regression for willingness to play with the outgroup 

 Standardized 

coefficients 

t Sig Correlations 

 Beta   Zero order 

Constant  .22 .82  

Conflict .00 .02 .98 -.02 

Contact quantity .06 .74 .46 .11 

Contact quality .23 3.17 .00 .26 

Outgroup friends .13 1.27 .04 .23 

Age .14 1.88 .06 .2 

Majority status -.02 -.34 .73 -.01 

Step 2     

Majority contact quantity interaction -.37 -1.82 .07 .23 

Majority contact quality interaction .17 1.29 .2 .21 

Majority outgroup friends interaction .25 1.41 .16 .13 

Majority conflict interaction .15 .75 .45 .00 

Age contact quantity interaction 1.29 2.79 .01 .18 

Age contact quality interaction .48 1.02 .31 .29 

Age outgroup friends interaction -.13 -.28 .78 .25 

Age conflict interaction -.49 -1.08 .28 .06 

 

Graph 2. Interaction effects of contact quantity and age for willingness to play with the 

outgroup 
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The results of the multiple regression models offer only partial support for the 

Hypothesis 1. More specifically, perception of more conflict has a statistically significant 

negative relation to outgroup trust and not to the other criterion variables. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that the perception of more conflict between the two ethnic groups lowers outgroup 

trust. There is no support for Hypothesis 2, so that hypothesis is rejected. There is full support 

for Hypothesis 3, as higher perceived quality of contact has a statistically significant positive 

link to outgroup liking, outgroup trust, and willingness to play with the outgroup. This means 

that perceiving a better quality of contact is linked to higher liking, trusting, and willingness to 

play more with peers from the other ethnicity. Hypothesis 4 also receives full support. This 

means that having more friends from the other ethnicity is linked to greater liking, trusting, and 

willingness to play with peers from the other ethnicity. The age of the participants and their 

majority/minority status are not significant predictors of outgroup attitudes on their own. 

Hypothesis 5 receives partial support as only some of the interactions are statistically 

significant. Namely, none of the interactions are statistically significant predictors of outgroup 
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liking, only the interaction between the majority status and contact quantity is a significant 

predictor of outgroup trust (with more contact being linked to higher outgroup trust for majority 

participants), and only the interaction between age and contact quantity is a significant 

predictor of willingness to play with the outgroup (with more contact being linked to higher 

willingness to play with the outgroup for older participants and less contact being linked to 

more willingness to play with the outgroup for younger children).  

 

Discussion 

 

 This paper aims to understand the relationship between perception of conflict, contact, 

and outgroup attitudes among 6- to 11-year-old Macedonian and Albanian children from the 

Republic of North Macedonia. Previous studies have shown the potential of contact in 

promoting more positive intergroup relations in societies faced with violent outbursts of 

conflict. However, the views of children living in these societies have rarely been taken into 

perspective in previous literature. By investigating the perspective of children, this study makes 

a valuable contribution to understanding the mechanisms of improving intergroup relations in 

such settings.  

 The findings of the study point to the importance of quality of contact and number of 

outgroup friends for building more positive outgroup attitudes. Specifically, those two 

variables have a statistically significant positive relation to outgroup trust, willingness to play 

with the outgroup, and outgroup liking. These results are in line with previous findings (Binder 

etal., 2009; Hewstone & Brown, 2005; Hughes et al., 2012; Niens, Cairns, & Hewstone, 2003; 

Pettigrew et al., 2011; Tropp et al., 2017). In addition, the results show a statistically significant 

negative relation between perception of conflict and outgroup trust, which is in line with 

previous findings (Ajdukovic & Corkalo Biruski, 2008). This means that offering children 

opportunities for meaningful contact interactions with their peers from the other ethnicity could 

serve as a mechanism for improving the intergroup relations between the two groups in the 

context of North Macedonia. The contact encounters should tend to promote building of 

friendships, as friendship has been pointed out as one of the important factors in improving 

outgroup attitudes on individual level (Hewstone & Brown, 2005; Hughes et al., 2012; Niens, 

Cairns, & Hewstone, 2003; Pettigrew et al., 2011; Tropp et al., 2017). In addition, the contact 

encounters should engage with children’s understanding of conflict and help them understand 

how it affects relations between the groups and their own relations, as well as trying to 

overcome the negative effects of conflict on their mutual relations.  
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The study did not find a statistically significant relation between the contact quantity 

and outgroup attitudes, which is not in line with some of the previous studies (Binder etal., 

2009; Hewstone & Brown, 2005; Niens, Cairns, & Hewstone, 2003). The findings might differ 

from previous studies as this is one of the few studies done with primary aged children and the 

other studies have either used high school or adult populations.  Other studies note that as 

children get older their understanding of group symbols and interpretations of intergroup 

relations improves and gets more nuanced (Bar-Tal, Diamond, & Nasie, 2017; Tomovska 

Misoska et al., 2019). The results might also be due to the fact that in both schools where 

children study, they have opportunities for mutual interactions and meeting each other during 

breaks which are not planned or controlled and might not even offer the possibility to get to 

know each other better as they are brief casual encounters. Therefore, for the children, the 

number of times they meet each other might not be connected to their outgroup attitudes. The 

results of the contact quantity however should not be looked at in isolation. The study found a 

statistically significant between the age of the participants and contact quantity when it comes 

to willingness to play with the outgroup, although age on its own is not a statistically significant 

predictor of outgroup attitudes. This means that the older children who report more contact 

with the outgroup are also more willing to engage in future positive mutual encounters such as 

play, which again supports the notion that as they age their understanding of interethnic 

relations gets increasingly individualized and based on their own actual experiences (Connolly, 

2000; Connolly & Maginn, 1999; Tomovska Misoska, 2013; Tomovska, 2010).  It has to be 

noted that there is no difference in the outgroup attitudes between the majority and minority 

participants. However, the interaction between the majority status and contact quantity is a 

significant predictor of outgroup trust, which additionally explains the role of contact quantity 

in improving the outgroup attitudes. Namely the participants coming from the minority ethnic 

group (Albanians) who also report more contact encounters tend to express higher trust towards 

the other ethnic group (Macedonians. This finding is not in line with some other findings 

(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), but it might be due to the Albanian children having less chance for 

contact with their Macedonian peers (in line with the findings of Petroska Beska et al., 2009), 

so providing more opportunities for contact is important for them. This again shows that there 

also might be different conceptions and experiences of contact (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005) 

between the minority and majority groups and that this is an issue that needs to be explored 

further. All in all, the results show that children should be provided with more chances for 

mutual encounters as more contact might be especially beneficial in improving the intergroup 

attitudes as children get older, as well as for the majority children, but that other aspects of 
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contact such as the perceived quality of the contact encounters and their potential to offer 

chances for development of friendships are even more important. 

Although the study is limited in scope and focuses on only two schools coming from 

mixed areas in the country, the findings are valuable as they are some of the few focusing on 

such a young age. Therefore, future research in the field is needed. Future studies should 

broaden the research in different areas of the country with different ethnic mixes and different 

types of schools to see what happens with children who do not have opportunities to casually 

meet each other in schools. In addition, qualitative insight into the experiences of children 

during contact is needed to understand the effects of the variables of the study deeper.  

 The findings of the study point to the importance of contact for improving intergroup 

attitudes among primary-aged children. The study accentuates that the children should be 

provided with more opportunities for mutual contact encounters which might be especially 

beneficial for older children and those coming from the majority. However, contact 

interventions must be carefully planned and designed in a manner that will allow the children 

to have positive fulfilling experiences with their peers from the other ethnic group, as quality 

of contact seems to be an important aspect for improvement of intergroup relations. In addition, 

children need to be given opportunities to develop friendships with their peers from the other 

group, as that is an important aspect in developing more positive outgroup attitudes through 

personal ties and opportunities for deindividuation. This means that contact encounters must 

be planned in a manner that will enable children to engage in pleasant mutual encounters that 

will focus on discussing topics of interest to them (Connolly & Maginn, 1999; Tomovska 

Misoska, 2013; Tomovska, 2010) in an atmosphere that will enable development of closeness 

and friendships, but also engage with their understanding of intergroup conflict and the 

contested issues and offering alternative explanations as well as deconstruction of the relations 

between the two groups to help build higher trust and improve the intergroup relations.  
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