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Abstract

This study investigates Belgian-descent university students’ perceptions of contact with 
Belgian–Muslim ethnic minorities and the ways they reflect on their own intergroup contact 
experiences. The results of the study demonstrate that many Belgian-descent students 
appear to perceive barriers when contacting Muslim students. Their accounts of contact 
with their Muslim peers suggest that those experiences were often constrained, even 
when participants framed them as enriching. Such constrained interactions with Muslim 
students were linked to the perceived barriers in contact. Firstly, students of Belgian 
descent experienced behavioural insecurities in approaching and interacting with Muslim 
peers. Secondly, participants seemed to perceive a lack of interest from Muslim students, 
which formed a barrier in approaching them. Finally, students of Belgian descent described 
Belgian culture as being reserved and introverted, thus hindering realization of contact with 
Muslims. While the university offers a context that provides all students with intergroup 
contact opportunities, these were rarely taken up, partly due to ethnic-majority students’ 
perceptions of barriers in establishing or deepening contact with Muslim students.

Introduction
Ethnic and religious minorities in Belgium are 
still perceived to be ‘allochthons’ (‘allochtoon’ in 
Dutch, i.e., ‘not from here’) regardless of an indi-
vidual’s birthplace or nationality. More concretely, 
Muslim ethnic minorities are viewed as people 
who originate from and belong within a non-
European cultural background (Billiet et al. 2012; 
Heath and Brinbaum 2014). They are expected to 
demonstrate knowledge of ethnic-majority cul-
ture in their behaviour and to be proficient in the 
Dutch language even though most of them learn 
it in schools (Clycq and Levrau 2017; Van de Pol 
2018). In the same vein, Muslim ethnic-minority 
students are often held responsible for establish-
ing contact with ethnic-majority group-members 
as a means of facilitating their so-called integra-
tion into the mainstream community (Van Praag 
et al. 2016). However, both groups—the Muslim 

ethnic minority and the ethnic majority—need 
to be willing to engage in interaction in order 
to realize intergroup contact in educational set-
tings. Nonetheless, the prevailing prejudice and 
negativity against Muslims in Europe hamper the 
development of contact between ethnic major-
ity and Muslim ethnic minority students (Hutchi-
son and Rosenthal 2011; Vedder et al. 2017). Still, 
our knowledge of how ethnic-majority group-
members experience and perceive contact with 
Muslims in higher education settings remains 
limited. Therefore, in this study, we focus on per-
ceptions of intergroup contact from the perspec-
tive of ethnic-majority students and investigate 
the ways they make sense of their interactions 
with Muslim students born and raised in Belgium.

Research has shown that intergroup contact 
in educational settings leads to positive changes 
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in students’ attitudes towards members of other 
(minority) groups (Fischer 2011) with particularly 
strong beneficial implications for ethnic major-
ity groups (Binder et al., 2009). Nevertheless, 
ethnic-majority group members report fewer 
intergroup friendships than ethnic-minority 
members (Baerveldt et al. 2007; Vedder et al. 
2017; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). The eth-
nic composition of the educational setting may 
result in fewer opportunities for ethnic-majority 
students to meet and interact with peers from 
ethnic and religious minorities (Van Houtte and 
Stevens, 2009). Still, the quality and quantity of 
intergroup contact have important implications 
for individuals’ intergroup attitudes (Kanas et 
al. 2015; Van Acker and Vanbeseleare 2011). For 
instance, when non-Muslim students have fre-
quent, high-quality contact with Muslims, their 
outgroup attitudes are more positive, they per-
ceive greater outgroup variability, and exhibit 
more positive behavioural intentions (Hutchison 
and Rosenthal 2011; Vedder et al. 2017). 

The factors influencing the development of 
intergroup contact have been documented by 
the well-known social – psychological theory of 
prejudice reduction known as ‘intergroup con-
tact theory’ (Allport 1954). According to Allport 
(1954), contact with outgroup members pro-
duces a positive change in social relations and 
leads to more favourable outgroup evaluations. 
He outlined certain contact conditions—such 
as equal status, shared goals and the support 
of authorities—that enable the positive contact 
effect to occur. A large-scale meta-analytic study 
by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) has shown that 
even when those optimal conditions are not met, 
contact between groups can help to decrease 
prejudice. Nonetheless, the ideal and successful 
contact situation is described as one that exhib-
its understanding and affection, thus having high 
friendship potential (Pettigrew 1998). Cross-
ethnic friendship is especially crucial in devel-
oping positive outgroup attitudes and reducing 
ingroup bias and prejudice (Pettigrew and Tropp 
2011). Previous research has also highlighted the 
role of positive contact in reducing intergroup 

anxiety (Stephan et al. 1999). Due to their con-
cerns about adverse outcomes for the self, like 
being rejected, people can feel anxious during 
intergroup interactions (Stephan and Stephan 
2000). The feeling of uneasiness in the presence 
of members of other ethnic groups can cause 
anxiety, due to uncertainty about how to behave 
toward them (Stephan and Stephan 1985). How-
ever, cross-group friendships reduce intergroup 
anxiety and facilitate self-disclosure, intimacy, 
and open dialogue among individuals of different 
ethnic backgrounds (Barlow et al. 2009).

Building upon the premises of contact theory 
(Allport, 1954), it is expected that in educational 
settings where the student body is diverse, sta-
tus among students from different groups will 
be more equal, and more support will come 
from authorities to build intergroup contact 
and benefit from repeated contact opportuni-
ties. Nevertheless, the existence of these factors 
does not automatically imply greater friendship 
or contact potential (See Colak et al. 2019; Van 
Praag et al. 2015). Students of different ethnic 
or racial origins are found to lead separate lives 
on the university campus and seldom engage 
in deep interactions (Jackson et al. 2014; Mor-
rison 2010). However, lack of interaction among 
different student groups can negatively affect 
academic success and socio-psychological adap-
tation, and lead to the perpetuation of stereo-
types and inequality (Jackson et al. 2014). The 
present study thus aims to understand individual 
perceptions of intergroup contact among ethnic-
majority students in a high-achieving intergroup 
setting (i.e., university campus). Understand-
ing explanations of why contact opportunities 
are not taken up helps identify strategies to 
promote meaningful interaction across ethno-
religious groups. In the study, we focus on the 
intergroup contact perceptions of Belgian (i.e., 
ethnic-majority) students in a Flemish university 
setting. The university years constitute a crucial 
phase of the transition of young people into 
adulthood and for the development of contact 
and friendships (Marsh et al. 2006; Nelson et 
al. 2011). Also, some ethnic-majority students 
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find the student body on the university campus 
relatively more diverse than at the secondary 
schools they attended, due to prevailing eth-
nic segregation across schools and the different 
study tracks in Flemish secondary education (Van 
Houtte and Stevens, 2009; Van Praag et al. 2019). 
The greater diversity of the student body implies 
that such students have a higher chance of meet-
ing Muslim peers compared to secondary edu-
cation (Jacobs et al. 2009; Thys and Van Houtte 
2016). Therefore, the university setting provides 
an ideal platform to explore how Belgian-descent 
students make sense of their encounters and 
develop contact when they enjoy relatively more 
opportunities to meet Muslim students. We use 
qualitative methods to thoroughly investigate 
the nature of ethnic-majority students’ inter-
group contact perceptions and experiences. This 
is of added value, as previous research on con-
tact has mainly used quantitative methods that 
employ predetermined contact measures (e.g., 
Kanas et al. 2015; Vedder et al. 2017; Zagefka 
et al. 2017), hindering a more nuanced under-
standing of contact in real-life settings (Dixon et 
al. 2005).

Participants and procedure
The study involved twenty ethnic-majority (i.e., 
Belgian-descent) students—eleven females and 
nine males —in a higher education setting in 
Flanders, in the northern part of Belgium. The 
participants were full-time undergraduate and 
graduate students, aged between eighteen and 
twenty-five years old. The majority of those tak-
ing part in the study originates from the prov-
inces of Flemish Brabant, Antwerp, and Limburg. 
Study participants were recruited by several 
methods, including an online questionnaire sent 
to the email accounts of all students and contact-
ing student associations on campus. Once an ini-
tial sample was drawn, a snowballing procedure 
was adopted to recruit further.

The first author conducted semi-structured 
interviews in English with students who agreed 
to attend an interview. A few participants later 
declined to take part because they lacked the 

confidence to express their thoughts in English. 
Agreeing to be interviewed in English by a non-
Belgian student might already indicate a certain 
degree of openness towards intergroup contact 
with Muslim ethnic minorities by the selected 
students. Nonetheless, the researcher aimed to 
include ethnic-majority students with diverse 
intergroup contact experiences and all kinds of 
political orientations via student associations on 
campus. Some of these students were interested 
in participating in the research as they found it 
important that their views on the subject were 
included in the study.

The interviewer was open about not being a 
native Dutch speaker. The outsider status of the 
interviewer may have encouraged participants 
to elaborate on explanations, which might oth-
erwise have been condensed due to an assump-
tion of shared knowledge (Mielants and Weiner 
2005). Even though the interviewer is an inter-
national student in Belgium, her identity as 
a Muslim (she wears a headscarf) may have 
affected the participants’ responses to the ques-
tions. Being interviewed by a discernibly Mus-
lim female interviewer might have encouraged 
certain kinds of reactions (while limiting others). 
Reviewing participants’ responses to some ques-
tions (i.e., those on headscarf-wearing), there is 
a sense that respondents felt no inhibitions in 
honestly expressing opinions about Muslim stu-
dents who cover their heads. Nonetheless, it is 
likely that some of them framed their responses 
to avoid the risk of offending the interviewer. 
However, all attempts were made during the 
interview to ensure respondents felt comfort-
able speaking candidly about their own experi-
ences and thoughts.

The participants were informed about the 
study purpose before the interviews were con-
ducted. They were assured of the confidentiality 
of the interviews and that pseudonyms would be 
used to protect their anonymity. The interviews 
took place between January 2014 and November 
2015 and lasted approximately 120-180 minutes. 
They were taped and transcribed verbatim. The 
interview questions firstly aimed at understand-
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ing the intergroup contact experiences and per-
ceptions of students. Specifically, intergroup rela-
tions with ethnic-minority groups were explored. 
Participants were asked if they had had any 
contact experiences with Belgian-Muslim ethnic 
minorities, whether there were students from 
other ethno-religious backgrounds in their class-
rooms, and how they perceived relations with 
these ethnic or religious outgroups. Most stu-
dents mainly pointed to intergroup barriers in 
making sense of the lack of intergroup contact 
between ethnic-majority and minority groups. 
Hence, we mainly focused on understanding the 
underlying factors behind students’ perceptions 
of intergroup barriers and the ways students 
make sense of their own intergroup interactions.

Data analysis
Data were analysed using a thematic analysis 
method. The initial codes were generated and 
sorted into potential themes. The coded data 
extracts were thus combined within the desig-
nated themes. Themes were compared with one 
other and with the original data set to determine 
their accuracy (Braun and Clarke 2006). The 
themes were later refined for further analysis 
and to identify the final framework. NVivo11 
software (2014) was used to index the themes 
systematically. We organized the findings under 
two main themes based on our analyses. The 
first covers the intergroup contact experiences of 
ethnic-majority students and elaborates on what 
students share, and about which issues, with 
their Muslim peers. The second focuses on per-
ceptions of intergroup contact. We focused on 
barriers to contact because most ethnic-majority 
students referred to the difficulties in approach-
ing and interacting with Muslims. Based on stu-
dent responses, the second section is divided 
into three themes: 1) behavioural insecurities 
when approaching Muslim peers and establish-
ing intergroup contact; 2) the perception that 
Muslim students lack interest in intergroup con-
tact, and; 3) the perception that the reserved 
Belgian culture acts as a hindrance to contacting 
Muslims.

Intergroup contact as an enriching yet 
constrained experience
The findings of the study show that ethnic-major-
ity students mainly reflected on their own experi-
ences of contact with second- or third-generation, 
Belgian-Muslim ethnic minorities of Turkish and 
Moroccan background. Participants with positive 
contact experiences often described those expe-
riences as enriching. Mia (undergraduate, Crimi-
nology), for instance, referred to her friendship 
with a Muslim peer during secondary school:

I had a Muslim friend in high school. I learned a 
lot from her. She was not judgemental. Our class 
was mixed…My friend invited us during Ramadan 
for dinner. It was very nice… We usually talked 
about school-related things and her perspective 
on things…we worked well together, sat next to 
each other all the time…I learned a lot from being 
friends with her. It was a positive experience.

As her account demonstrates, Mia reported that 
contact at an intimate level helped to increase 
her understanding of, and familiarity with, eth-
nic-minority cultures. Nonetheless, for many 
students, most of their interactions with Mus-
lim peers were constrained. Although many 
students had opportunities to meet Muslim 
students on the university campus and in their 
classrooms, they had but a few interaction expe-
riences. For instance, Evy (undergraduate, Law) 
mentioned that she did not have any intergroup 
contact experiences with peers from different 
ethnic origins until she started studying at the  
university:

At the university, I was forced [during group work] 
to go and talk to people from different ethnicities. 
[Nevertheless] they became my friends and, in the 
class, we get along…You learn about new things 
from other cultures. By interacting with people, 
you know why it [learning about other cultures] is 
important.

In this statement, Evy recognizes the value of 
learning about other cultures and intergroup 
communication. Despite recognizing this value, 
she told that her interactions with Muslim peers 
were limited to class context and the courses. 
Similar to Evy, Linda (undergraduate, Social Sci-
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interactions mainly to the religious affiliation of 
their Muslim peers. 

This perceived lack of familiarity with a Muslim 
peer was particularly powerful when the student 
in question had a visible identity-marker, such 
as a headscarf. Many students perceived Mus-
lim female students wearing headscarves to be 
unfamiliar and uninterested in interactions with 
them. They also noted feeling insecure about 
whether they would be received well by those 
Muslim students. Mieke (undergraduate, Social 
Sciences) shared her views about the challenges 
of approaching her female Muslim classmates at 
the university:

Girls who wear the headscarf, they hang around 
together. I would love to go and talk [with them] … 
But you don’t know if they want to be approached. 
My Belgian friends also don’t know how to ap-
proach [them]. They [Muslim girls] think that we 
have a bad image about them …

To conclude, students with positive contact expe-
riences described them mainly in favourable 
terms, stressing the positive sides of learning 
about the culture of Muslims and the exchange 
of knowledge (Brown and Hewstone 2005;  
Pettigrew 1998). Nonetheless, most contact 
opportunities at university were often con-
strained due to Belgian-descent students’ per-
ceptions of a lack of familiarity with Muslim 
peers. Despite having relatively more opportuni-
ties to meet and interact with Muslim students 
at university, most students of Belgian descent 
interviewed in this study had no Muslim friends. 
In the following sections, we will delve deeper 
into possible explanations to understand the lack 
of contact between ethnic-majority and Muslim 
students in the higher education setting.

Perceived barriers to intergroup contact
Behavioural insecurities
Many ethnic-majority students appear to per-
ceive a wide variety of barriers when attempting 
to establish contact with Muslim students—or 
when thinking of doing so. Most students seem 
to perceive Muslims as people without European 
descent and reported feeling uncertain about the 

ences) spoke about the presence of Muslim stu-
dents in her university class. However, as she con-
tinued, their interactions were mainly restricted 
to their group work and assignments:

Here, at the university, there are some [ethnic-
minority] students, and we do group work. They 
are mostly from Islamic cultures, [and there is] not 
that much interaction…I grew up in a small village. 
I go out [i.e., socialize] with people who are more 
like us. [However] my cousins grew up in Antwerp. 
They are more social [there]; they would go out 
with anyone.

According to Linda, the place where she grew up 
determined with whom she hung around at the 
university. Growing up in a place with low diver-
sity, she mainly sought out people she perceived 
as more like herself.

The perceived lack of familiarity with Muslim 
students seemed to open up space for friend-
ships to go awry. Students were often very con-
cerned about the topics discussed during their 
interactions and refrained from talking about 
specific issues—such as abortion, alcohol, sex 
(including homosexuality), religion, and drugs—
in the presence of Muslim students. Thus, as 
mentioned by Evy, most intergroup interactions 
seemed restricted primarily to the curricula and 
university-related issues:

With my Belgian friends, I talk more about my per-
sonal life, while with Muslim friends it is [about] 
coursework. The only Muslim friends I have are at 
university; I have none outside school. They have 
no experience of certain things, such as drinking 
and partying, so I feel I can’t share these things…
Muslims are very conservative about sex, drugs, 
drinking alcohol, etc. I would never talk about 
these things with Muslim friends. I can put my per-
sonal opinions aside.

Evy noted that she resisted bringing up ‘conten-
tious topics’ when interacting with her Muslim 
peers at the university, due to a fear of caus-
ing offence or sounding disrespectful. Interest-
ingly, Evy added that she had a friend of Turkish 
descent, who did not follow Islamic religion any-
more, and therefore she met her outside school, 
as well. Thus, Belgian-descent students often 
seem to attribute the lack of deep intergroup 
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norms and behavioural guidelines during inter-
group contact. They are particularly concerned 
about the idea of offending the ‘other’. This 
is, for example, noticeable in the case of Rose 
(undergraduate, Sinology). Even though she is 
clearly interested in the Chinese culture and lan-
guage, she reported finding it more challenging 
to interact with someone of a Turkish or Chinese 
descent than someone of European origin:

I always have these questions in mind. I do not 
know how you do it; is it okay to do it this way, 
can I do this or not? If it is someone from England,  
I would not have such questions, but with some-
one from China or Turkey, it would be more dif-
ficult. Very different from my culture … Most Bel-
gians do not know how to communicate with mi-
grants. I have never had a real conversation with 
a migrant, just in the shop. For most Belgians, the 
problem is that we have no opinion about religion. 
And they have a strong opinion about it. That is the 
most difficult to understand. (Rose, undergraduate, 
Sinology)

Rose underlined her lack of knowledge about 
what is acceptable when she is around people 
of non-European ethnic backgrounds. She attrib-
uted this lack of knowledge about how to contact 
members of these groups to not having engaged 
in any in-depth relationships with them. Simi-
lar to Rose, Evy (undergraduate, Law) relishes 
the opportunity to contact ethnic and religious 
minority students in her class, yet underlined 
that a general lack of knowledge about behav-
ioural guidelines and a fear of causing offence 
forms a barrier in approaching and contact-
ing them: How do we do the right thing, what 
do we say and not say? And how to approach 
and act? You don’t know [and] you don’t want 
to offend people. We also think that they don’t 
want to open up. Evy’s quote suggests that she 
feels apprehensive when thinking about inter-
acting with a Muslim classmate. These feelings 
of uncertainty about approaching and having an 
open conversation with Muslim peers appears 
to be based on a focus on the stereotypical dif-
ferences between the worldviews of their own 
and the perspectives of Muslims. Also, Samuel 
(postgraduate, Political Sciences) referred to 

being on guard against undesirable situations 
and avoided discussing specific topics with Mus-
lims: I can’t discuss homosexuality with ‘ethnic 
friends’; you can’t say something like ‘all religion 
is bullshit’ [to them]. Our society has put religion 
aside. With a Muslim, I would be careful when 
I talk about religion. According to Samuel, his 
culture has actively dismissed religion from a 
position of centrality and he views this as a key 
difference that is driving his fear of offending 
or feelings of guardedness. Thus, uncertainty 
and unpredictability about how ethnic-minority 
students might behave and respond to particu-
lar issues seems to deter students of Belgian 
descent from starting conversations about these 
topics. This does not automatically prevent the 
development of intergroup contact among stu-
dents. Nonetheless, the potential for open inter-
action and knowledge exchange seems to be 
constrained due to a ‘sense of guardedness’ that 
ethnic-majority students adopted around their 
Muslim peers (Fozdar 2011). As a consequence, 
the depth of their interactions is often restricted 
by ‘issue avoidance’ (Paolini et al. 2004).

In sum, students indicated that when they 
contacted members of ethnic-minority groups, 
they were often unable to build contact at an 
intimate level. They explained this by referring 
to the uncertainty over the appropriate way to 
make contact and over the outcomes of inter-
group contact. Many ethnic-majority students 
expressed feelings of uncertainty about the 
interactional norms when having contact with 
ethnic and religious minorities (Stephan 2014; 
Zagefka et al. 2017).

The perception that Muslims lack interest in 
intergroup contact
A second barrier reported by ethnic-majority 
students relates to their perception of Muslim 
ethnic-minority groups as not being interested in 
interacting with them. Specifically, female Mus-
lim students wearing a headscarf and those per-
ceived to be forming ethnic cliques among them-
selves are presumed to lack interest in interact-
ing with ethnic-majority groups. This is not sur-
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prising given the negative attitude towards the 
headscarf in Belgian society (Bracke and Fadil 
2011). Francis (postgraduate, Engineering) told 
that, in general, ethnic majorities associate Mus-
lim women wearing headscarves with a lack of 
interest in having contact with someone from 
another ethnic group and directed her point to 
the interviewer (who wears a headscarf):

People see you [as] more pious and conservative 
if you wear a headscarf. It is also a sign that you 
belong to a specific group. If you do not wear it, 
people will talk to you more. Some people will not 
approach [you], thinking that you belong to your 
own group and won’t talk to them.

Francis said that the headscarf is considered 
a strong indication of membership in a closed 
ethnic or religious community. For himself, he 
argued that having different beliefs and ideas 
about specific issues is not a barrier to the devel-
opment of relationships with his Muslim friends. 
In contrast, Mia (undergraduate, Criminology) 
explained that she draws back when she meets a 
woman wearing a headscarf—such a symbol, in 
her view, automatically implies a lack of mutual 
understanding between them: I will hold back if 
a person is wearing a headscarf. [She is from] a 
different group [and so] you don’t have any com-
mon ground. She would be more approachable 
without a headscarf. Mia perceives the visible 
religious marker as negating any other poten-
tial points of engagement and common inter-
est. A number of the ethnic-majority students 
interviewed share this view—namely, the sense 
that it is easier to approach individuals without 
a headscarf and that such individuals would be 
more receptive to this form of contact. How-
ever, these views about interacting with Muslim 
students appear to be based on assumptions 
rather than concrete real-life experiences. These 
students agreed that ethnic-majority Belgians 
generally view women wearing headscarves as 
being oppressed by men. A few students noted 
that they do not share this mainstream negative 
perception, even if they also appear to perceive 
challenges in interacting with discernibly Muslim 
women. Possibly in an attempt to avoid offend-

ing the interviewer, a few students told her that 
she was easy to approach and talk to, despite 
wearing a headscarf.

The views of ethnic-majority students imply 
that this group frames ethnic-minority students 
wearing the headscarf as a barrier standing in 
the way of contacting them. For instance, Mieke 
(undergraduate, Social Sciences) recounted that:

When they are wearing a headscarf, there is al-
ready something that would make you feel [like] 
an outsider. It makes it harder to approach. [I think 
that] the one without headscarf would feel more 
open about me approaching them; a person with 
a headscarf would not like me to contact her. It is 
more about how that other person would feel.

By referring to her thoughts about how her eth-
nic group appears to other ethnic groups, she was 
looking through the eyes of the other at how she 
might appear (see also: looking-glass self, Cooley 
1956). Remarkably, although it appears students 
genuinely perceive such barriers in contacting 
Muslim female students, they did not mention 
having any negative contact experiences with 
them.

Belgian-descent students also mentioned the 
belief that Muslim students, in choosing to hang 
around peers of the same ethnic or religious ori-
gin, lack the motivation and the interest to ini-
tiate contact or deepen outgroup relationships. 
They asserted that Muslim students of different 
ethnic origins form cliques among themselves 
and interpret this as a lack of interest in becom-
ing friends with ethnic-majority groups (McPher-
son et al. 2001). While they feel excluded by the 
grouping of ethno-religious minorities, Belgian-
descent students expect that it is these students 
who will seek contact with them should they 
desire it, not necessarily the other way around. 
They think that intergroup contact is necessary 
for Muslim students to facilitate their so-called 
integration in Belgium and achieve upward social 
mobility. For example, Lien (undergraduate, 
Criminology) referred to the Flemish culture and 
stressed that it is often ethnic minorities who are 
expected to take the first step in making contact 
(see also Van Praag et al. 2016):
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The typical Flemish culture is very closed; they [na-
tive Belgians] are tight, a little bit more defensive…
It is a bit scary that we are closed, and everything 
stays in the family, and you [are told you] should 
not trust anyone else [outside the family]. First 
contact is much harder—more open people when 
they come to Belgium and [come across] new peo-
ple … are disappointed [with the difficulty of con-
necting]…It is a mix of these—we are closed and 
[we are] a bit defensive—and expect them [new-
comers] to be open…A lot of people in Flemish cul-
ture expect others to [take the initiative and] come 
and say ‘hi’.

Other comments such as you should be open 
to meeting new people to be integrated, and 
integration is to have friends from here (Bel-
gium) and not only from your own community 
indicate that the onus of initiating contact was 
often on ethnic-minority groups. Only a few stu-
dents underlined the mutual responsibility in 
intergroup contact and argued that the lack of 
motivation and interest in establishing contact is 
reciprocal. This was expressed by Linda (under-
graduate, Social Sciences) as follows: I think it 
comes from two sides—we don’t go and talk to 
them either. It is not because we don’t want to, 
but there is no motivation—with everyone, not 
just Muslims. My friends are also like that [with 
strangers]. Linda underlined the lack of motiva-
tion on both sides to explain why there was little 
intergroup interaction, adding that they do not 
specifically avoid their Muslim peers but treat 
everyone they do not know this way.

Overall, ethnic-minority women with a vis-
ible identity-marker—namely, a headscarf—are 
usually perceived by ethnic-majority students as 
lacking interest in intergroup contact. Addition-
ally, the accounts of ethnic-majority students 
show that they still appear to perceive responsi-
bility for the acculturation processes to lie mainly 
with the ethnic-minority students (Van Praag 
et al. 2016). These two facts likely inform their 
interpretation of minority-group behaviour as 
indicating a lack of motivation (cf. other poten-
tial explanations for reticent contact behav-
iour). It also likely informs their sense that it is 
the responsibility of Muslim students to mani-
fest such a motivation by initiating contact with 

ethnic-majority groups to fulfil their perceived 
acculturation duties. 

The perception that the reserved Belgian culture 
is a hindrance to intergroup contact
Being stuck in in- and outgroup thinking, a 
vast majority of the Belgian-descent students 
attached particular personality features to their 
own ethnic group. Traits, such as being reserved 
and introverted, were seen as a group character-
istic of people of Belgian descent. This personal-
ity (group) trait was used as an excuse to explain 
the lack of initiative to establish intergroup inter-
actions. According to participants, the low inter-
group interaction levels among ethnic-majority 
groups are linked to a general group personality 
characteristic of being reserved that many indi-
viduals of Belgian descent share. The students 
argued that ethnic-majority groups were not 
enthusiastic about interacting with strangers due 
to these (group) personality traits. Such person-
ality traits could be viewed as a general charac-
teristic of human beings in the sense that people 
may not be always open to those they perceive 
as unfamiliar or foreign. Nonetheless, students 
of Belgian descent framed these traits as specifi-
cally Belgian rather than a general attitude com-
mon to all people. Some students reported that 
such traits formed a challenge to interacting with 
any stranger, including people of Belgian descent. 
Samuel (postgraduate, Political Sciences) for 
instance, made an obvious generalization of the 
ethnic ingroup and assigned personality traits to 
it:

Belgians are introverts. It took me a year to make 
friends [at university]; it is difficult to start interac-
tions. If you are not white, it will always be difficult…
we don’t despise other people but we are focused 
on our groups, so you will always be an outsider. It 
is easier for other Europeans [to be insiders], but 
I still think most Flemish people, due to a history 
of oppression [i.e., past oppression from other eth-
nic groups] and so on, they focus on themselves 
[own ethnic group]. A typical Belgian person is very 
closed to diversity… not because of the racist ele-
ments but [simply because] Belgians do not want 
to establish interaction [make contact].
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Samuel referred to the challenges he experi-
enced when trying to establish connections with 
students of Belgian descent at the university. He 
underlined that ethnic-majority people are not 
willing to establish contact with ethnic minorities, 
especially those of non-European descent. Jean 
(undergraduate, History) approaches this from 
an outsider perspective. By arguing that ethnic-
majority groups are defined as ‘introverted’ by 
ethnic-minority groups, Jean looked at his own 
ethnic group through the eyes of the ‘foreigners’ 
(see: looking-glass self, Cooley 1956). He noted 
that it is not necessarily individuals, but rather 
the general culture that can be described as 
introverted:

For foreigners we are introverted; we don’t consid-
er ourselves as introverts—the culture itself is in-
troverted. We don’t like to share; the suicide rate is 
high [and] we don’t like to share our emotions and 
feelings. It is hard for us to approach just anyone, 
also Belgians…A lot of people have social anxiety; 
you can define [i.e., perceive] this only if you live 
within the culture.

Jean stated that an overall shared culture of 
social anxiety made it hard to approach any indi-
vidual, regardless of their ethnic descent. Simi-
larly, Mieke (undergraduate, Social Sciences) also 
thought that it was a ‘Belgian thing’ to be unin-
terested in interactions with ethnically diverse 
people, even though many European cultures 
share this attitude. Mieke attributed this attitude 
of Belgian-descent people to a specific upbring-
ing in Belgium. The somewhat rigid way of raising 
children – which she claims is part of the Belgian 
culture – teaches specific ways to act when meet-
ing people of distinct cultures: You are taught 
here that you are not allowed to interfere with 
other cultures. You should not do something cul-
turally wrong. [And so people] don’t know how 
to approach other cultures. Mieke concludes that 
the Belgian culture is, in a sense, xenophobic in 
nature.

To conclude, ethnic-majority students seem 
to assign a personality trait to their own ethnic 
ingroup and culture and use it as an explana-
tion for the lack of contact with Muslim students. 

Moreover, they seem to represent their reserved 
behaviour as explicitly non-racist by referring to 
the trait of not being open to others as a gen-
eral cultural one that applies to every stranger or 
foreigner. Attributing this combination of both 
factors to ethnic in- and outgroup also made it 
reasonable for ethnic-majority students to not 
make so much effort in reaching out to Muslim 
students. These rationalizations were strength-
ened by views on how ‘others’ viewed them and 
how they were taught that others would perceive 
their initiatives to establish contact with them. It 
is also important to recall that the participants 
might have framed their responses in a way that, 
in their view, would not offend the interviewer.

Discussion
This research aimed to study the intergroup 
contact perceptions of Belgian descent ethnic-
majority university students in Flanders and out-
line the ways they experience their interactions 
with Muslim-Belgian ethnic-minority students. 
This study has approached intergroup contact 
from an ethnic-majority perspective and probed 
into the nature of the views of and experiences 
of this group concerning contact with Mus-
lim students. The university setting provides a 
unique research context, since Belgian-descent 
students have relatively more opportunities to 
establish intergroup contact than in secondary 
schools but are not bound to do so, due to the 
very loose contact obligations in most courses. 
The study has found that even though students 
do not necessarily frame their contact experi-
ences as negative and have sufficient contact 
opportunities, they are often disinclined to 
interact with Muslim students and form ethni-
cally homophilous relationships (McPherson et 
al. 2001). Thus, mixing ethnic groups and hav-
ing positive intergroup contact experiences may 
not necessarily facilitate the development of 
intimate ties among students, even though they 
might create an illusion of successful intergroup 
contact. Independent from their actual contact 
experiences with Muslim ethnic-minority stu-
dents, many ethnic-majority students still seem 
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to perceive many barriers to the establishment 
and deepening of interethnic contact. The bar-
riers are mainly linked to ethnic-majority stu-
dents’ behavioural insecurities in approaching 
and interacting with Muslim peers, perceptions 
of a lack of interest from Muslim students, and 
perceptions that Belgian culture is reserved and, 
therefore, forms a barrier to meaningful contact 
with Muslim students.

The findings indicate that ethnic-majority stu-
dents’ feelings of uncertainty and discomfort 
about intergroup interactions seems linked to 
their perceptions of cultural unfamiliarity and 
perceived cultural differences in ways of thinking 
and acting (Hewstone and Brown 1986; Wright 
et al. 1997; Van Acker et al. 2014). This is possibly 
due to the low quality and quantity of positive and 
open intergroup interactions. Such positive and 
open instances reduce expectations of adverse 
outcomes from intergroup contact by challenging 
negative beliefs about interacting with a mem-
ber from another ethno-religious group (Paolini 
et al. 2004; Pettigrew 2008; Pettigrew and Tropp 
2008). The conversational and physical avoid-
ance of the Muslim ethnic minorities can be due 
to the lack of intergroup friendships (Barlow et 
al. 2009), which provide individuals with insights 
about the norms and behavioural scripts of other 
ethnic groups (Stephan and Stephan 1985). This 
avoidance of Muslim students is also based on 
ethnic-majority students’ perceptions that Mus-
lim students lacked interest in interacting with 
them. Thus, there is a tendency among Belgian-
descent students to blame their Muslim peers for 
the segregation which occurs on the campus and 
overlook their own role in perpetuating it. It is 
important to note that societal discourses requir-
ing ethnic-minority groups to put effort into inte-
grating into the Belgian culture are apparent in 
the narratives of the ethnic-majority students 
who participated in the study. Such claims also 
reduce the responsibility of the ethnic-majority 
students to put energy in the establishment of 
contact with their Muslim peers.

Using cultural traits as a justification for the 
lack of contact with Muslim peers, most stu-

dents of Belgian descent did not consider their 
own role in the development of intergroup con-
tact. Furthermore, although the Belgian culture 
was clearly depicted as an introverted culture, 
not eager to establish interethnic contact, this 
was not necessarily problematized by students. 
Many students, however, tended to explain the 
lack of intimate relations with Muslim peers on 
account of the latter’s religious background, con-
structing incompatible representations of them. 
The stereotypical image of the religious other 
as ‘intolerant’, ‘conservative’, ‘not open-minded’, 
and ‘easily offended’ was often hinted at by par-
ticipants to legitimize the lack of intimate inter-
actions. The fact that these negative perceptions 
of Muslim students appear based on assump-
tions demonstrates the overwhelming influence 
of societal hostility and prejudice towards Mus-
lims (Clycq 2017; Hutchison and Rosenthal 2011; 
Savelkoul et al. 2011). At the same time, Belgian-
descent students were sometimes reluctant to 
talk about their own experiences or views and 
often referred to how other people perceive con-
tact with Muslims. This suggests that students of 
Belgian descent favour a strategy to maintain a 
positive representation of the self to avoid the 
label ‘racist’, an undesirable social identity (e.g., 
in the family context. See Clycq 2017). The sensi-
tivity of the issue and the Muslim identity of the 
interviewer might have also favoured students 
adopting general opinions rather than offering 
their personal views and experiences.

While previous research has documented 
the prevailing hostility and negative attitudes 
towards Muslims, few have offered nuanced 
insights into the nature of intergroup contact 
experiences, from the perspective of those 
engaged in such contact. The views of ethnic-
majority students presented in this article offer a 
deeper understanding of what prevents students 
of Belgian origin from building deeper relations 
with Muslim-Belgian students. The transcripts 
hint that examining the motivational mindsets 
of students could offer further insights into why 
intergroup interactions go awry in ethnically 
diverse higher education settings (Murphy et al. 
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2011). For instance, many ethnic-majority stu-
dents reported a focus on avoiding undesired 
outcomes such as not appearing biased when 
they think about interacting with a Muslim peer. 
However, when ethnic-majority members are 
motivated to learn about their partner during 
interactions, their intergroup attitudes are more 
favourable than those who try to avoid unwanted 
consequences (Migacheva and Tropp 2014; Plant 
et al. 2010). Overall, these findings contribute to 
existing research by highlighting that attempts to 
ameliorate relations between members of differ-
ent groups in higher education settings need to 
consider the role of motivation in shaping inter-
group contact dynamics.

Some limitations need to be mentioned as 
well. This study only focused on students of Bel-
gian descent who were enrolled at one university. 
A follow-up study could compare student groups 
in different educational settings and elaborate 
further on the implications for intergroup con-
tact and friendships of different student charac-
teristics, such as gender, age, ethnicity. Also, it 
is interesting to further explore everyday inter-
group contexts in educational settings by adopt-
ing qualitative methodologies so that we have 
more insights into how and why potential con-
tact opportunities get overlaid. Finally, future 
studies on intergroup contact could engage the 
positionality of interviewers and map out the 
implications of this researcher positionality for 
the study results.

Some policy recommendations can be drawn 
based on the study findings. First, universities 
can take a more active role in facilitating inter-
group contact by encouraging random assign-
ment of roommates from other ethnic groups. 
This distribution was shown to have a positive 
influence on friendship patterns and individual 
intergroup attitudes (Laar et al. 2005). Second, 
learning about Muslim ethnic minorities could 
have positive implications for intergroup anxiety 
(Pettigrew 1998). However, this needs to be put 
into practice more. Increasing knowledge of and 
familiarity with Muslim students and their values, 
norms, attitudes without essentializing could be 

helpful to facilitate intergroup interactions as it 
will provide students with behavioural guide-
lines and cues (Zagefka et al. 2017). In doing so, 
it is essential to avoid broad generalizations and 
delve deeper into concrete actions, fears, and 
interactions. 
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