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Effective anti-racism strategies and 
conversations: Lessons from the literature

F rom racist tirades on buses and trains captured on camera 
phones, to genocide, deaths in custody, and race-based 
violence, there are many demonstrations of the need 

for good anti-racism interventions. One can’t help but look 
at instances of bigotry and wonder: could this have been 
prevented if prejudice had been targeted and challenged early 
on? Unfortunately, as psychologists one of the striking things 
we’ve found about studying anti-prejudice interventions is 
how frequently they backfire. Not only is it hard to lower other 
people’s prejudices, but sometimes our attempts to do so end up 
intensifying prejudice instead!

This insight and other findings from psychological research 
on racism and prejudice can dishearten those of us who have 
dedicated our studies to tackling the evils of racism in society. 
However, this research has also helped us to identify some 
important lessons to help to build resilience in this challenging 
area of behaviour change. 

LESSON 1

Focus on change within your own group, not others

Racism interventions typically bring to mind mass media 
campaigns, tolerant organisational policies, and training in 
one-on-one interactions. Yet, all of these interventions can be 
ineffective if we don’t feel as though the anti-racism message 
comes from ‘one of us’ (a fellow group member). For instance, 
LNP party members are more likely to listen to and accept 
a message from Tony Abbott than one from Kevin Rudd. If 
people feel like someone from another group is judging them 
critically, it can make them reject the message (Hornsey 
& Imani, 2004) – and for an anti-racism intervention, it 
can make them intensify their prejudice. That’s why it’s so 
important that respected in-group members deliver the 
message and model the desired behaviour. 

Sometimes, of course, this is not possible. Then, it can 
be helpful to stress that there’s a common identity that 
includes both sources and targets of discrimination (i.e., 
“We’re all Australians”). This approach comes with its own 
problems, however. For example, it can make people from 
more privileged backgrounds think the discrimination 
is ancient history that doesn’t need to be addressed 
anymore. Focusing only on the common in-group can also 
make advantaged group members expect forgiveness 
from disadvantaged groups without changing prejudiced 
behaviours, or increasing support for reconciliation 
(Greenaway & Louis, 2010).

LESSON 2

Portray tolerant behaviour as widely supported

Most activists have a strong instinct that emphasising 
the scale of the problem is important in a campaign 
(“Racism is everywhere, and must be overcome!”). However, 
psychological research suggests that this is not necessarily 
a good idea. People are most likely to accept a message of 
widespread discrimination if they don’t identify with the 
perpetrating group. If people identify with the perpetrating 
group (and after all, this is the group that anti-racism 
campaigns are targeting), then making salient the belief that 
discrimination is widespread may make people more likely to 
engage in the problem behaviour (Louis et al., 2007, 2012). 
Even the message “this behaviour is common but terrible 
and we need to change it” boils down to “this behaviour 
is common”, and people behave accordingly. We like to do 
what our group does, and if something is common, and 
characterises our group’s behaviour, we feel that that we 
should get involved (even with racism). 

Therefore, it’s important to draw attention to alternative 
positive behaviours instead of increasing the salience of 
prejudice per se. In particular, one should focus on tolerant 
behaviour being expected, appropriate and morally right. For 
example, we suspect that recent news coverage featuring one 
person’s ranting racist diatribe on public transport followed 
by several people challenging the bad behaviour could have 
marked anti-racism effects.

LESSON 3

Friendship matters
Pointing out racial inequality is confronting for bigots, 
so the most effective ‘anti-racism campaigns’ may be 
indirect – those that provide positive portrayals of tolerant 
interactions between advantaged and disadvantaged 
groups without drawing attention to their anti-racism 
purpose. Putting forward racial minority group members as 
champions or leaders of a larger group may have powerful 
indirect effects, for example. There is also evidence showing 
that from toddlerhood onwards, having friends of different 
races reduces racism and increases intergroup warmth 
(Barlow et al., 2009). Even just seeing that intergroup 
friendships exist can lower prejudice, which is inspiring 
(Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997). 
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(LESSON 3  cont.)

Therefore, if you’re from a more privileged background, 
you can make an effort to have a wide friendship circle and 
to talk openly about your intergroup friendships. Modelling 
and communicating inclusive attitudes and actions could be 
important to spread these norms. This concept of modelling 
can be extended to the use of high profile individuals in anti-
racism campaigns. Seeing popular and respected in-group 
members engaging in tolerant behaviours can have powerful 
anti-racism effects.

LESSON 4

Break up the racist consensus, interrupt silences 
and claim the group!

What about directly confronting bigoted family, friends 
and co-workers? The first rule is, aim to break up the racist 
consensus – don’t be silent. A dynamic in which public racism 
goes unchallenged makes other people think racism is more 
socially acceptable than it is, which spreads the problem 
behaviour. Don’t let that happen – speak up!

Don’t leave it for minority group members either – often 
in a mixed-race group if someone says something racist, 
the other privileged group members freeze. They think only 
disadvantaged group members have the right to respond. 
But that can make it look like everyone’s racist, and put 
disadvantaged people on the spot. What’s more, when 
disadvantaged group members speak out they cop social flak 
(Kaiser & Miller, 2001). It’s often better for the most socially 
powerful non-racist person to speak up and show solidarity 
— that could be you! 

When you talk, focus on the behaviour not the person, 
and say something like “No way. I reckon most people would 
think that …” and carry on from there articulating a positive, 
non-racist view. Or, “Whoa! What did you just say? We say 
x instead….” and so on. The good news is your intervention 
is more likely to be effective if you don’t make it part of 
a broader, hours-long conversation about your political 
differences. Ranters get tuned out. Express your anger later, 
with your non-racist friends. Short, warmly delivered, direct 
contradiction followed by a positive alternative could be the 
way to go.

LESSON 4a

Think carefully before calling  someone racist 
Calling someone racist or labelling their behaviour racist is 
good if it makes other bystanders less likely to copy them 
(e.g., children), or other disadvantaged group members feel 
like you’re standing by them passionately as an ally. But it 
puts the bigot on the defensive and may make them less 
likely to change. One on one, you’re better off talking about 
your personal experiences and what from your own life leads 
you to think whatever they said is not true. You also can  

(LESSON 4a cont.)

appeal to common values (“Are you giving x a fair go?”; Louis 
et al., 2012) and to perspective-taking (“What would you do 
in their shoes?”). Acknowledging the basis for their views as 
valid (“You love Australia and want to protect what we have”) 
doesn’t mean accepting their view as valid. Listening and 
acknowledging what bigots say can be an important part of 
building the relationship trust that may subsequently allow 
them to hear what you’ve got to say in a non-defensive way.

LESSON 4b

Be in the minority without despondency

Finally, sometimes you’re trapped in a large group of racists 
whom you have no hope of changing. Should you still speak 
up? Yes! Take it lightly (you’re not going to change their 
views that day), but do take the opportunity to fracture their 
consensus. Briefly and warmly present a positive alternative 
belief or modelled behaviour. Stress the similarities between 
you, and then highlight your resistance to what they’re saying. 
Listen and acknowledge what they say, while continuing non-
defensively but persistently to dissent. It may be tedious but 
it’s great karma – and it will make it easier for their views to 
change down the track.

LESSON 5

Politics matter

While we focus above on how individual APS members might 
confront racism successfully, coordinated political and social 
action is also critical for promoting legal and normative 
change (Louis et al., 2010, 2012). In the area of Reconciliation, 
supporting Indigenous groups and individuals is important. 
For example, APS members individually and collectively 
support AIPA (the Australian Indigenous Psychologists’ 
Association) and the APS Reconciliation Action Plan. Political 
advocacy by organisations like ANTAR (Australians for Native 
Title and Reconciliation) and Reconciliation Australia will 
always be important, along with voters urging their political 
parties to engage with and promote Reconciliation. This is 
especially true in an election year! 

More broadly, we hope that readers combine personal and group-
level support for anti-racism initiatives. Psychologists as well as 
other Australians can play a key role in promoting positive change 
by progressing personal friendships, taking stands in public, 
and supporting the interests of minority groups in workplaces, 
community organisations and political life. n
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