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18
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL 

EFFECTS OF TOURISM
Evaluation of the tourist–local people  

interaction within the context of  
Allport’s intergroup contact theory

Sedat Çelik

Introduction

There is no complete and definitive explanation or description of what social psychology is. 
The reason for this is that social psychology is still an emerging science discipline (Kayaoğlu, 
2011). There is also a distinction arising between the perspectives of psychologists and soci-
ologists. As a subdivision of psychology, social psychology includes scientific studies that 
demonstrate how individuals think, feel and influence each other (Bordens & Horowitz, 
2002). From a sociological point of view, social psychology is defined as “the discipline that 
studies the human behavior influenced, controlled and limited by the social environment”. 
In fact, both perspectives focus on social behavior. Nowadays, these perspectives have been 
replaced by the situation suggesting that “the individual is in the society, and the society is in 
the individual” (G. Gurvich, cited in Göksu, 2007: 17). Social psychology is the behavioral 
science of the individual or individuals within a society. It also tries to understand an individ-
ual’s emotions, thoughts, beliefs and attitudes affected by the social environment (Kağıtçıbaşı, 
2014: 22). Social psychology, in broad terms, means the scientific examination of how peo-
ple’s thoughts, emotions and behaviors are affected by the real or imaginary existence of other 
people (Aronson, Wilson & Akert. 2012: 31).

Tourism is defined as “the temporary movement of people to destinations outside their 
permanent residence and destination, the activities they carry out during their stay in these 
destinations and the facilities created to meet the needs of the people” (Mathieson & Wall, 
1982: 1). According to the definition that evaluates tourism as a sector, tourism can be defined 
as outputs, activities and processes that emerge from tourism, tourism suppliers, local institu-
tions, local people and environmental relations (Goeldner and Ritchie, 2009: 6). Franklin 
emphasized that tourism could be combined with everything, and described it as “what tour-
ists do” (Franklin, 2003: 28). The things that tourists do, which Franklin refers to very briefly, 
have positive and negative environmental, economic, sociocultural and social psychological 
effects on societies (Rátz, 2000). For this reason, tourism is very important for the devel-
opment of countries, strengthening infrastructure, enhancing agricultural and commercial 
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activities, providing employment opportunities, increasing the number of foreign invest-
ments, bringing new technologies into the country, producing local products and ensuring 
sociocultural co-existence (Golzardi, Sarvaramini, Sadatasilan, & Sarvaramini, 2012).

In tourism, an interaction occurs when local people encounter tourists (Rızaoğlu, 2012). 
Social psychology’s attempt to explain the relationships within the society and groups and 
between individuals shows that the interaction arising from the relationship between tourists 
and local people can also be approached from a social psychological point of view. Indeed, it is 
seen that many studies (Crompton, 1979; Dann, 1981; Pearce, 1982; Ap, 1992; Gomez-Jacinto, 
San Martin-Garcia & Bertiche-Haud’Huyze, 1999; Maruyama & Woosman, 2015), from the 
past to the present day, have dealt with tourism from a psychological and sociological perspec-
tive. The studies (Snaith & Haley, 1999; Upchurch & Teivane, 2000; Tayfun, 2002; Gursoy, 
Kim & Uysal, 2004; Mansuroğlu, 2006; Alaeddinoğlu, 2007; Golzardi et al., 2012) conducted 
on the interaction of tourists with local people mainly focused on local people’s perspective 
on tourism and tourists. The reactions of tourists towards local people have not been studied 
as much as the reactions of local people towards tourists (Pearce, 1982). Although there are a 
limited number of studies revealing the role of tourism, which especially enables interaction 
between different societies, in changing the attitudes (stereotypes and prejudices) of people liv-
ing in the destination country towards people coming from other countries, tourism is gradually 
increasing (Amir, 1969; Pearce, 1980; Milman, Reichel & Pizam, 1990; Anastasopoulos, 1992; 
Sirakaya-Turk, Nyaupane & Uysal, 2014). This study, where we addressed the interaction 
between local people and tourists within the context of “intergroup contact theory” which 
was developed by Allport, one of the founders of social psychology, as a solution to changing 
attitudes, will bring a different perspective. At this point, it is considered that it will contribute 
to future studies on social psychology and tourism.

Interaction between tourists and local people

Interaction between tourists and local people is defined as a social relationship that occurs 
randomly in certain areas (Reisinger & Turner, 2003). This social relationship emerges while 
(a) a tourist is buying a product; (b) tourists and local people are using the same place, area 
or facility; or (c) tourists and local people are exchanging information or ideas (Dilek, 2016: 
110). Lickorish and Jenkins (1997: 16) emphasized that the most important part of the holiday 
experience was the interaction between local people and tourists. Behaviors between tourists 
and local people can range from sincere to aggressive behavior. The intensity, form, quality, 
size, direction and place of interaction can have an effect on the communication between tour-
ists and local people. Whether or not the expectations of tourists are met also has a role in this 
context (Rızaoğlu, 2012: 273).

As it is understood that tourism cannot develop without the support of local people, there 
have been more and more studies focusing on the relationship between tourists and local peo-
ple, on top of the economic benefits of tourism since the mid-1970s (Lickorish and Jenkins, 
1997: 77). According to Butler’s (1980) model, which reveals the relationship between local 
people and tourism, whereas local people are uninterested in places where the tourists are few 
and the destination has been newly opened to tourism, they start to get more interested as the 
number of tourists increases, and their attitudes change in the negative direction as the num-
ber of tourists goes above the capacity of the destination (Brida, Osti & Barquet, 2010: 593; 
Akis, Peristianis & Warner, 1996). Similarly, with the irridex model, Doxey suggested that 
tourism destinations go through some stages, namely “euphoria”, “apathy”, “annoyance” and 
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“antagonism” (Akis et al., 1996; Gürbüz, 2002; Duran & Özkul, 2012). Doxey suggested that, 
at the primary stage, tourism makes local people happy thanks to the economic benefits it brings, 
but, as the disadvantages of tourism become evident, locals’ feelings go as far as hostility towards 
tourists (Boğan & Sarıışık, 2016). Another approach to explain the relationship between local 
people and tourism has been put forth by Ap and Crompton (1993). Ap and Crompton stated 
that the interaction between local people and tourists varies in four stages: In the embracement 
stage, local people accept tourism and tourists; in the tolerance stage, local people are indecisive 
about accepting tourists and tourism; in the adjustment stage, local people deliberately try to 
prevent tourists from visiting the destination or make no effort to have them visit; and finally, 
in the withdrawal stage, local people want to leave the regions where they face tourist influx or 
fight with tourists and show reactions to tourists. In addition, Ap (1992) evaluated the relation-
ship between tourists and local people within the framework of social change theory. In this 
context, it was suggested that tourism was adopted and supported by local people if its benefits 
were greater than its costs, and that they opposed tourism when it did more harm than good. 
We can say that this approach supports the development cycle in Butler’s and Doxey’s models, 
suggesting that local people support tourism while they gain economic benefits from it, in the 
first two stages, and lose interest as the harm caused by tourism increases in the other two stages.

The relationship between local people and tourists can be evaluated in two categories, namely 
the effects of tourism on local people and the effects of tourism on tourists. However, most of the 
studies (Waitt, 2003; Gursoy et al., 2004; Wang, Pfister & Morais, 2006; Pham & Kayat, 2011; 
Golzadri et al., 2012; Lopez, Virto, Manzano & Miranda, 2018) refer to the effects of tourism 
on local people (Pearce, 1982). Recently, there has been an increase in the number of studies 
(Amir, 1969; Pearce, 1980; Milman et al., 1990; Anastasopoulos, 1992; Sirakaya-Turk et al., 
2014; Günlü et al., 2015; Nyaupane, Teye & Paris, 2016; Çelik, 2017a; Joo et al., 2018; Chen & 
Rahman, 2018) focusing on the effects of tourism on tourists (especially attitude changes).

Allport’s intergroup contact theory

The intergroup contact theory, developed after the Second World War by Allport in 1954, 
one of the founders of behavioral social psychology in the field of social psychology, has been 
included in studies intensively because of its theoretical and political importance (Allport, 1979; 
Pettigrew, 1998: 66; Dörnyei & Csizér, 2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Joyce, 2017). Allport 
stated in his theory that intergroup contact was a very effective way of reducing prejudices 
among different ethnic and religious groups or other opposing groups. In this context, the term 
“intergroup contact” refers to the relationship and interaction between two or more groups 
(Allport, 1979). According to this theory, hostility among groups is caused by the unfamiliar-
ity and distance between these groups, and that hostility can be reduced by intergroup contact 
(Allport, 1979; Bordens & Horowitz, 2002; Yılmaz & Taşçı, 2015; Maruyama & Woosnam, 
2015). However, each interaction has the potential to be positive, negative or neutral. At this 
point, in order for the contact between groups to be positive, he argued that there must be four 
optimal conditions, such as equal status of the groups, having intergroup cooperation, having 
common goals and being supported by the authority.

The well-known social psychologist Muzafer Sherif (1966), cited by Pettigrew and Tropp 
(2006), stated that, when there was no cooperation but rather competition, prejudice, dis-
crimination and hostility increased. The optimal conditions stated in the previous paragraph 
are important for the interaction to be positive, but they are not necessary. In addition, some 
of the studies revealed that some cases, such as having a common language, voluntariness and eco-
nomic prosperity among the groups (Wagner & Machleit, 1986, cited by Pettigrew, 1998), absence 
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of hostility (Ruesch, 2011), having social norms on equality (Aronson et al., 2012) and exhibiting care 
and empathy for one another (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), are important for the intergroup contact 
to be effective in the positive direction.

Evaluation of the change in attitudes in tourists–local people  
interaction within intergroup contact theory

It is known that, as a result of different societies contacting each other, prejudices and ten-
sions can be reduced, and intergroup interaction can be developed (Jaspars & Hewsone, 1982). 
Tourism is an experience that teaches people and opens their minds to the fact that the world 
is not a single life model, and there are other lives as well (Wintersteiner & Wohlmuther, 
2014). This experience is an important way of establishing intergroup contact, intercultural 
interaction and communication (Gamper, 1981: 432). Therefore, tourism is effective in reduc-
ing prejudices, conflicts and tensions. Tourists traveling to foreign destinations may have 
good experiences with local communities, establish positive interactions and forge permanent 
friendships. On top of that, tourism contributes to world peace by enabling interaction among 
different nations and developing mutual understanding among people (Tomljenovic, 2010: 17; 
Pratt & Liu, 2015). The Global Code of Ethics for Tourism also addresses tourism and peace 
and emphasizes the importance of tourism in establishing peace and friendship among different 
people and lifestyles (UNWTO, 2018).

Allport’s intergroup contact theory has an important role in explaining the interaction of 
local people with tourists who have different socio-economic and cultural characteristics in 
the field of tourism. However, it is not possible to arrange and organize how and when the 
contact will be realized in the tourism sector (Stangor, 2009). In almost every public space, 
tourists–local people interaction is possible, and contact can be made while purchasing prod-
ucts or services or during short meetings or information exchange (Yilmaz & Taşçı, 2015). 
Prejudices may be reduced thanks to these contacts. At this point, however, there are many 
questions. For example, do all tourism activities reduce prejudices? In particular, in commu-
nities that have survived colonization, would contact between the local people and tourists 
coming from the country that previously colonized them have a positive effect? Does inequal-
ity between local people and tourists cause a problem? As not every tourist is satisfied with 
everything, how does this dissatisfaction influence the contact (Pernecky, 2015)?

It is not possible to provide all the conditions (equal status of groups, having intergroup 
cooperation, having common goals, being supported by the authority) suggested by Allport 
(1979) in tourism. At this point, the factors that may be effective in reducing prejudices against 
tourists as a result of tourists–local population contact are listed below (Tomljenovic, 2010):

•	 A tourist’s length of stay in a destination
•	 Amount of events/activities
•	 A tourist’s travel motivation/purpose for coming
•	 A tourist’s holiday satisfaction
•	 The quality, familiarity, cultural distance and language of the destination
•	 Intensity/power and direction of attitude before holiday
•	 Tourists’ personality traits (intolerant, racist, ethnocentric, etc.).

Many factors can influence the interaction between local people and tourists, such as staying 
at a destination for a long or short term, temporariness, having equal status, having superficial 
or intensive contact, being natural, commercial, sincere, formal, competitive, responsive or 

Taylor and Francis
Not for distribution



Sedat Çelik

246

unclear (Pizam, Uriely & Reichel, 2000; Reisinger & Turner, 2003). In addition to this, the 
traits (personality, tolerance, interest, generosity, etc.) that a tourist has (Çelik, 2017b) and 
the attitude of the local people towards the tourist (being respectful and understanding, etc.) 
influence the contact’s being positive or negative.

As the amount of outgroup contact increases, group members have the opportunity to get to 
know one another, and this often leads to positive attitudes (Maruyama & Woosnam, 2015). 
González and his colleagues revealed a negative relationship between the amount of contact and 
prejudice (González, Verkuyten, Weesie & Poppe, 2008). In other words, they found that preju-
dices decreased as the amount of contact increased. From this point of view, it can be seen that 
tourists’ length of stay in a destination and the number of overnight stays are effective in reducing 
prejudices. Besides, it has been revealed that social status is also effective in the interaction of local 
people and tourists (Triandis & Vassiliou, 1967). Negative attitudes (hatred, contempt, exclusion, 
etc.) may develop when people with low and high status encounter each other (Amir, 1969).

As stated in the contact theory, contact between tourists and local people may not always be 
positive; on the contrary, it can sometimes cause conflict of social values. For example, tourists 
come to Tahiti to see beautiful women. In a male-dominated society, a conflict of traditional val-
ues can emerge with the growing importance of women (Reisinger & Turner, 2003). The arrival 
of non-Muslims in Muslim countries can cause the deterioration of local, religious and cultural 
values regarding women’s clothing, alcohol and sexuality issues. In this case, it is inevitable that 
tourists will be isolated and discriminated against by the local people. From another point of 
view, tourists can be victims of harassment during interaction between tourists and local people. 
Likewise, linguistic, spatial, security and health problems can arise in the relations between tour-
ists and local people (Pearce, 1982). On the other hand, in underdeveloped countries, contact 
between tourists and local people may be negative, because rich tourists visiting underdeveloped 
countries mostly tend to dislike and disrespect the local people (Reisinger & Turner, 2003).

The intergroup contact theory is included in tourism studies mainly to show whether the 
attitudes of tourists change in a positive direction as a result of interactions with local people. 
There are many studies examining the effect of tourism on changing prejudices and stereotypes 
among societies (Amir & Ben-Ari, 1983; Milman et al., 1990; Pizam, Jafari, & Milman, 1991; 
Anastasopoulos, 1992; Maruyama & Woosnam, 2015). Some are briefly explained below.

Sirakaya-Turk et al. (2014) studied whether prejudices about Turkish people changed 
between before and after the tour in a group of 317 German tourists who came to Antalya. 
As a result of the research, it was revealed that prejudices towards Turkish people were even 
more negative after the tour. Dissatisfaction with the tourist experience and the tour guide, 
the all-inclusive tour concept and the shopping experience were found to be effective in the 
change of attitudes in a negative direction.

Grothe (1970) found in his study that American tourists started to hold different atti-
tudes towards Russia. According to this, whereas there was a small positive change in their 
attitudes towards Russians, it was revealed that there were negative changes in attitudes 
towards the Russian government and the system.

Welds and Dukes (1985) stated that changes occurred in a positive direction in the attitudes 
of students participating in a travel program in the semester holiday, including cultural events, 
home visits and face-to-face interactions.

In a survey conducted with 263 Japanese students who visited Canada, Weiler (1989) identi-
fied significant changes in several attitudes held the students towards the local people. However, 
there was no change in attitudes towards Canada as a destination.

In their study in which 388 tourists working in Israel participated, Pizam et al. (2000) aimed 
to discover the influence of their contact with local people on satisfaction and attitude change. 
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The results of the study showed that their satisfaction with contact with local people changed 
their attitudes towards the local people positively. There was also a positive change in attitudes 
towards the state of Israel.

Amir and Ben-Ari (1983) conducted a study with 662 Israeli visitors and tried to reveal the 
changes in their attitudes towards Egyptians before and after the tour. According to the results of 
the survey, there was a negative change in the general attitudes of the Israelis towards Egyptians. 
However, their political attitudes did not change. In the Egyptians’ opinion about Israel, there 
was negative change in intellectual competence matters and positive change in personal–social 
matters. No correlation was found between travel satisfaction and other variables.

Anastasopoulos (1992) studied whether the attitudes of Greeks visiting Turkey changed towards 
Turks and the Turkish government’s policies after travel. In the study, conducted with a total 
of 97 tourists and a control group of 82 people, it was seen that Greek tourists’ attitudes towards 
Turks often changed in the negative direction. As there was no change in the attitudes of the 
control group before and after, it can be said that the reason why their attitudes were even more 
negative was their travel in Turkey. However, it was also seen that there were positive changes in 
some attitudes (Anastapoulous, 1992). In addition, the attitudes that were positive before the travel 
did not become negative. The negative attitudes became even more negative.

In a study carried out with 82 Israelis who travelled to Egypt, Milman et al. (1990) revealed 
that tourism experiences had no effect on most of the attitudes towards Egypt and Egyptians. 
There was change in only 6 out of 33 attitude expressions due to tourism experience. Only 
one of these expressions changed in the positive direction. Attitudes towards Egypt were quite 
positive; only four expressions were negative, below the average.

In the study conducted by Pizam et al. (1991) on 24 American student tourists visiting 
Russia, it was seen that the participants’ attitudes towards Russia were generally positive before 
travel. The overall satisfaction of the participants was high, and this prevented the participants 
from being negatively affected. Most of the negative attitudes towards Russia did not change. 
There was change in only five expressions. Only two out of five expressions were positive, and 
three of them changed in a negative direction.

Maoz (2010) interviewed 33 Israelis visiting Egypt and 29 Egyptians visiting Israel. According 
to the results of the interviews, there was no change in the attitudes of 69.3% of Israeli partici-
pants, and the attitudes of 26% changed in the positive direction. It was revealed that 60% of 
Egyptian tourists had great changes in their thoughts after the contact. At first, the Egyptians’ 
attitudes toward Israelis were stronger and stronger, and it was seen that, after the contact, there 
were more positive changes in the attitudes of the Egyptians.

Gomez-Jacinto et al. (1999) tried to identify the factors that effected the attitude change by 
improving Fisher and Price’s (1991) model. Gomez-Jacinto et al. (1999) tested the model with 
164 French and Italian tourists. Only psychosocial motivation influenced intercultural interac-
tion. In addition to tourist motivation, the prejudices of tourists towards Spanish people were 
influenced by holiday satisfaction, the amount of activities, intercultural interaction and quality 
of service. Holiday satisfaction was very effective in the positive change of attitudes towards 
Spanish people. In the change of attitude, tourism experiences are influential as well as the 
attitudes of people before they travel.

Conclusion and suggestions

In the study, the relationship between Allport’s intergroup contact theory and tourism was 
examined in the context of tourism and social psychology in general. Although the optimal 
conditions suggested by Allport are not very effective in the tourism sector, the assumption 
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that, where the groups are in contact with each other, relations will be more positive is 
acceptable in the tourism sector. In most of the studies presented in the literature, it was seen 
that there were positive changes in the attitudes of people participating in a tourism activ-
ity. However, each contact may not ensure a positive change. In this case, it is necessary to 
reveal the reasons for this. As Tomljenovic (2010) stated, many elements can be effective in 
changing the attitudes of tourists, such as the length of tourists’ stay in the destination, the 
amount of events/activities, the holiday motivation of the tourist/purpose of the visit, holiday 
satisfaction of tourists, quality, familiarity, cultural distance and language of the destination, 
the intensity/power and direction of the attitude before the holiday, and tourists’ personality 
traits (tolerance, ethnocentricity, etc.).

Therefore, it has been determined that the effects of tourism on societies are not only eco-
nomic and sociocultural. The contribution of the tourism in eliminating prejudices and establish-
ing national and international peace should be realized by governments and related institutions 
and organizations. Among the reasons for the occurrence of conflict in many countries today, 
there are the prejudices of societies and the lack of interaction that is caused by these prejudices. 
In this respect, seeing and using tourism as a means of peace will help to reduce prejudices, 
increase interaction and ensure peace.

Therefore, destination managers, local people, business managers and all other people who 
are in contact with tourists need to take steps to provide quality products and services to please 
tourists. Some important recommendations are given below for tourism-related institutions and 
organizations to provide quality services and to ensure more interaction between tourists and 
local people:

•	 Organize fairs, festivals, music and traditional dance events where tourists can spend time 
in the places they visit,

•	 Extend tour programs to longer periods,
•	 Increase the quality of service in tourism facilities and the quality of life in destinations,
•	 Destinations should give priority to tourist masses close to their own cultures,
•	 Raise awareness in local people about the effects of tourism.

This study has examined the relationship between tourism and prejudice in the context of 
Allport’s intergroup contact theory in relation to social psychology and tourism. In future 
studies, the relationship between other theories of social psychology and tourism can be exam-
ined. By using quantitative and qualitative research methods, the social psychological effects 
of tourism can be determined. The results can be shared with sector representatives and local 
authorities to raise awareness on the subject.
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