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1.	 Introduction

Prejudice – negative attitudes or biases 
against a group of people – and hate 
conduct – behaviours and speech which 
express, support, cause or encourage 
prejudice – harm people, communities 
and societies. 
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In its preamble, Victoria’s key law against vilifying conduct, the Racial and Religious 
Tolerance Act 2001, describes hate conduct as diminishing the dignity, self-worth 
and belonging of First Peoples, racialised people and marginalised religious people.1 
Decades of research show that prejudice and vilification harm health, lead to 
violence and marginalise communities.2

They dissect our communities and degrade them to a point 
where communities feel really disempowered.
— Consultation participant

As part of its response to the Victorian Legislative Assembly Legal and Social Issues 
Committee’s Inquiry into anti-vilification protections (the Inquiry), the Victorian 
Government funded the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 
(the Commission) to undertake research into what drives – and what can prevent – 
racial and religious prejudice and hate in Victoria.

This report explores a range of drivers and influences that lead to prejudice and 
hate. It also provides an evidence-based toolkit of prevention approaches. These 
different approaches can be combined, adapted and extended – by governments, 
organisations, groups and individuals – in different ways using the best practice 
principles outlined in this report.
In preparing this report, the Commission analysed 167 items of research and 
evaluation from 2000 to 2024, spoke with leading experts in prejudice and hate, 
and heard from members of First Peoples communities, racialised communities 
and marginalised religious communities through a series of consultation sessions 
and a statewide survey. Community members spoke about how they continue to 
experience significant and harmful incidents of racial and religious hate, and raised 
concerns about incidents targeting children and families.

It exists even right up to the highest offices in the country. 
It slips out – that’s how we know it exists.
— Consultation participant

Throughout the Commission’s consultations, community members called for 
prevention of prejudice and vilification across many areas of life: education, 
workplaces, online, healthcare, public transport and even within families. 
Well‑designed and evidence-based prevention, particularly strategies aimed 
at children and young people, have the potential to make positive direct and 
indirect impacts across Victoria.
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However, despite a clear desire and need for prevention strategies, community 
members also expressed cynicism and frustration in relation to initiatives and 
structures aiming to reduce prejudice and prevent vilification.

If nothing is happening, then I kind of lose faith in all 
these commissions and authorities and laws. If there’s no 
implementation, are we just talking and talking and talking? 
We’re not doing anything.
— Consultation participant

To give prevention strategies the best chance of success and lasting impact, they 
need to be designed and implemented with evidence, rigour and sustainability.

Experts spoke about how past prevention strategies have been limited by short-
term funding, short-term monitoring and evaluation (if any) and small-scale 
implementation. Scalability can be a challenge for some prevention approaches,a 
but it may be key to society-wide change. If a prevention strategy reaches enough 
people and groups, society may then reach a positive tipping point in shifting norms, 
attitudes and behaviours.3

As one expert noted, the scale of the issue links to the scale of the response needed. 
Prejudice is a large-scale issue that exists across systems and populations. In recent 
years, researchers have also begun applying a systems thinking approach to systemic 
prejudice.4 This approach provides a fresh framework for understanding how 
prejudice arises from, influences and reinforces systems. It might also help reveal 
opportunities for communities and governments to disrupt systemic prejudice.

2024 marks 70 years since the publication of Gordon Allport’s The Nature of 
Prejudice, a landmark work which shifted understandings of the origins of prejudice, 
its links to contact between groups, and how prejudicial behaviours can escalate 
from hate speech and discrimination to hate crimes and genocide.5 In the decades 
since the book’s publication, researchers and communities have continued to pursue 
better understandings of what works to eliminate prejudice. This report summarises 
what we know now about prejudice and vilification, and provides a toolkit to help the 
Victorian Government and community make the most of this knowledge.

a	 Notably, Victorian researchers recently designed a scalability assessment framework for prejudice 
reduction interventions – see Wing Hsieh, Rebecca Wickes and Nicholas Faulkner, ‘What matters 
for the scalability of prejudice reduction programs and interventions? A Delphi study’ (2022) 10(1) 
BMC Psychology 107.
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2.	About this report 
and the evidence

In 2020, the Victorian Legislative Assembly 
Legal and Social Issues Committee 
examined current anti-vilification laws and 
the effectiveness of the operation of the 
Racial and Religious Tolerance Act. The 
committee considered a range of issues, 
including evidence of increasing vilification 
and hate behaviours in Victoria.
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The committee made 36 recommendations to strengthen Victoria’s anti-vilification 
protections, including recommendation 3:

That the Victorian Government fund ongoing research on the 
drivers behind vilification conduct and prejudice, and effective 
strategies to prevent this conduct.6

In 2023, the Victorian Government funded the Commission to prepare this research 
report in response to recommendation 3. The report focuses on racial and religious 
prejudice and vilification. It draws from a range of data sources to identify:
	� best practice principles of how to design and implement prevention strategies
	� the drivers behind prejudicial attitudes and vilification
	� what empirical evidenceb tells us about effective prevention approaches
	� case studies of past prevention initiatives, including ones that combine 

prevention approaches.

There are commonalities between drivers and prevention of racial and religious 
prejudice and vilification and other forms of prejudice and vilification.c However, 
prejudice and vilification on the basis of other attributes (for example, disability, age, 
LGBTIQA+ status) can take different forms and have different characteristics.7 There 
is the potential for further research in the style of this report focused on other forms 
of prejudice and vilification, as well as intersections between these forms.

2.1  About the Commission
The Commission is Victoria’s human rights regulator. We are an independent body 
with responsibilities under 4 laws:
	� the Change or Suppression (Conversion) Practices Prohibition Act 2021 (Vic)
	� the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic) (the Charter)
	� the Equal Opportunity Act 2010 (Vic)
	� the Racial and Religious Tolerance Act.

The Commission’s role is to: protect and promote human rights; to eliminate 
discrimination, sexual harassment and victimisation to the greatest extent possible; 
and to prevent and respond to change or suppression practices. We do this through 
a range of functions, including: resolving complaints and reports; undertaking 
investigations; developing and delivering educational resources and programs; 
and assisting Victorians to understand their rights.

b	 Empirical evidence is non-theoretical evidence that comes from observations, experiments 
or experiences.

c	 This report draws from both evidence on prejudice and vilification in general and evidence 
specifically on racial and/or religious prejudice and vilification.
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2.2  Definitions and terminology
This report uses terms drawn primarily from Victorian and international human rights 
frameworks, as well as literature on prejudice and vilification.

Charter of 
Human Rights and 
Responsibilities 
(the Charter)

The Charter is a Victorian law that sets out rights, freedoms and 
responsibilities for all people in Victoria. It is about the relationship 
between government and the people it serves.

The Charter requires public authorities, such as Victorian state and 
local government departments and agencies, and people delivering 
services on behalf of government, to act consistently with the human 
rights in the Charter.

Drivers These are the factors, influences and determinants behind an attitude 
or behaviour,8 in other words, ‘Why does someone think in a particular 
way?’ and ‘Why does someone behave or act in a particular way?’

First Peoples 
communities, 
racialised 
communities, 
and marginalised 
religious 
communities

These are the communities most likely to experience vilification on 
the basis of their race and/or religion. This is the result of negative 
racialisation and/or marginalisation on the basis of religion.

We distinguish First Peoples because of their unique experiences 
of racism due to the colonial history of Australia. 

Language in this space is continually evolving and there are limitations 
to every term, and we use these terms based on current research, 
community preferences and the context of this report.

Groups These are ways of classifying or categorising oneself and others, 
usually based around identity.

A person’s ‘ingroup’ is made up of people they perceive to be like them 
in a particular way (for example, having the same cultural background, 
working in the same job, supporting the same causes or political 
parties). An ‘outgroup’ is made up of people they do not identify with 
or perceive to be unlike them.

Perpetrator This is a person who has vilified another person.

Prejudice This is a negative attitude towards and bias against a particular group 
of people. Prejudice has multiple aspects: beliefs, emotions, values 
and intentions.

Racialisation	 This is when people are categorised based on race.

Racialisation is one way that the powerful people and organisations 
which control resources and influence systematically exclude 
minorities in order to make themselves more powerful. It is the basis 
on which hierarchies are structured and racism occurs, where some 
groups are racially privileged (or positively racialised) and others 
racially marginalised (negatively racialised).

Throughout this report, when the term ‘racialised’ is used we mean 
‘negatively racialised’.
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Scalability This is the ‘capacity of programs and interventions to increase in reach 
and impact’.9

Target This is a person who has been subject to vilification on the basis of 
their (perceived or actual) race or religion.

Trigger events These are events or incidents that trigger a broad community, societal, 
political or economic response.

Vilification (in this 
report)

This refers to non-violent hate behaviours: words, symbols, depictions 
or actions which express, support, cause or encourage prejudice or 
hate on the basis of someone’s race or religion.

Note that there is no standard definition of hate behaviour or vilification 
in law, research or advocacy in national or international contexts.10 
To consider the broadest possible range of evidence, this report uses 
a broader definition of vilification than is in Victorian law.11
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2.3  Methods
The project used a multi-method qualitative design to consolidate existing empirical 
knowledge and evidence on the drivers and the effective prevention of racial and 
religious prejudice and vilification in Victoria.

Research scope The project focused on 2 research questions:

1.	 What are the drivers (including influences, risk factors and protective 
factors) of racial and religious prejudice and vilification in Victoria?

2.	What racial and religious prejudice and vilification prevention 
strategies have been researched or evaluated that could be 
implemented or adapted for the Victorian context?

The project scope excluded some related matters (except where 
they overlapped with racial or religious prejudice or vilification – 
for example, hate crimes often include a hate speech element12):

	� online aggression (including cyberbullying and trolling) without 
a vilification element

	� discrimination (unfair treatment, practices or conditions) without 
a vilification element

	� hate crimes (crimes against an individual, a group or property 
motivated by hatred, prejudice or hostility)

	� prejudice and vilification based only on other attributes (noting 
that prejudice and vilification can be intersectional).

Research data 
sources

The project draws from a range of data sources to answer the 
2 research questions, including:

	� local and international academic and grey literatured from May 
2000 to February 2024 – identified through targeted searches, 
snowballing,e suggestions from expert participants and the use 
of Citation Tree and Connected Papers

	� expert interviews with 11 researchers, academics and other 
knowledge holders with expertise in behavioural insights, cultural 
studies, hate behaviours, online safety, prejudice interventions 
and radicalisation – identified through the Commission’s networks, 
a review of authors of identified literature and suggestions from 
expert participants

	� group discussions with a range of community members:

	— 1 with First Peoples who responded to a callout to participate in 
an in-person session facilitated by the Victorian Aboriginal Legal 
Service

	— 4 with members of the Victorian Multicultural Commission 
(VMC) Regional Advisory Councils who responded to a callout to 
participate in a series of online group discussions co-hosted with 
the VMC

	— 1 with dispute-resolution staff at the Commission who have 
worked on vilification complaints under the Racial and Religious 
Tolerance Act

	� 462 responses from Victorian community members to a 
public online survey on racism and religious hatred, available 
in 9 languages.

d	 Grey literature is literature outside academic journals and publishers. It includes reports and 
publications from governments and non-government organisations.

e	 Snowballing refers to reviewing relevant references in identified literature to identify more literature.

https://www.citationtree.org/
https://www.connectedpapers.com/
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Collection of qualitative data focused on the 2 research questions, 
as well as additional questions on contexts and settings of vilification 
in Victoria. To complement this, the project also considered relevant 
quantitative data on:

	� enquiries, reports and complaints to the Commission under the 
Racial and Religious Tolerance Act between 1 July 2013 and 31 
December 2023 (covering the last 10 financial years of data, plus 
the full 2023 calendar year)

	� reports to Victorian and Australian registers of racial and religious 
discrimination and vilification.

Included literature We identified 315 relevant items of literature. Of these, we analysed 
167 items that met our core inclusion criterion of empirical (non-
theoretical) evidence that helped us answer the research questions.f 
The analysed literature consisted of:

	� 24 meta-analyses or systematic reviews

	� 1 scoping review

	� 5 randomised control trials

	� 33 quasi-experimental studies

	� 85 case, cohort, cross-sectional, longitudinal, post-test only, pre‑ 
and post-test, or qualitative studies

	� 15 narrative reviews or literature reviews

	� 4 expert opinion or Delphi studies.

Of the 167 analysed items, 47 looked at prejudice or hate in Australia 
(21 of these focused on Victoria). Research in this space has increased 
significantly in recent years, with 106 of the 166 items published 
between 2020 and 2024.

All analysed journal articles also underwent brief credibility checks 
using Beall’s List, PubPeer and Retraction Watch, as well as searches 
of the Directory of Open Access Journals and use of a journal 
evaluation tool in some instances. The publishers or journals for 
7 items were flagged as having potential quality or credibility issues – 
we still included these items; however, we treated the strength of their 
evidence as on par with that of non-peer reviewed literature items. 

While this report captures as much relevant evidence as possible, it 
does not comprehensively cover the full breadth of empirical prejudice 
and vilification literature. Research, evaluation and practice are 
ongoing in this space.

f	 While all 166 items were analysed, not all are directly cited in this report. See Appendix for 
the full list.

https://beallslist.net/
https://www.pubpeer.com/
https://retractionwatch.com/
https://doaj.org/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/librarian_pubs/40/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/librarian_pubs/40/
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Excluded 
literature

We excluded 148 items of literature for one or more of the following 
reasons – an item:

	� did not include empirical research into the drivers of prejudice or 
vilification

	� did not evaluate or test the effectiveness and/or impact of one or 
more prevention initiatives

	� did not contribute to our understanding of drivers or prevention 
approaches

	� had insufficient relevance to the Victorian context (for example, 
items that only covered hate speech in the context of violent civil 
conflicts overseas)

	� covered only related but out-of-scope conduct (for example, online 
aggression, discrimination, extremism, hate crime, radicalisation, 
terrorism).

How the data 
was analysed 

This report is primarily a qualitative synthesis of the included data 
sources. Our analysis focused on identifying:

	� empirical evidence and community understandings of drivers

	� empirical evidence and community perceptions of prevention 
strategies

	� conditions that may increase prevention strategy effectiveness

	� potential challenges in implementing prevention strategies

	� contexts of concern for vilification in Victoria.

Data that was 
not analysed

We did not conduct any quantitative analysis. This report does 
not include any statistical analyses or reporting of effect sizes of 
prevention strategies (for example, percentage improvements in 
particular attitudes or intentions).

2.4  The Victorian context
Community members told the Commission that hate incidents have increased in 
frequency and severity in waves linked to major events (see 4.4 Media narratives 
and trigger events) – most recently, during the COVID-19 pandemic and associated 
restrictions, before and after the Voice Referendum, and through the conflict in the 
Middle East starting in 2023. This is supported by reports of and enquiries about 
racial and religious vilification to the Commission:
	� More than one-fifth (22.6%, n=353) of all racial and religious vilification enquiries 

made in the 10-year period up to 30 June 2023 occurred in the first 12 months 
of COVID-19.g

	� From 1 January to 31 December 2023, 42% (n=37) of racial and religious 
vilification enquiries occurred between October and December, coinciding 
with the outcome of the Voice Referendum (14 October) and the beginning 
of conflict in the Middle East starting in 2023 (7 October).

g	 March 2020 to February 2021.
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Understanding reported and recorded data

There are limitations to reported and recorded data about vilification and other hate behaviour. 
Under-reporting is an ongoing issue locally and internationally for a range of reasons, including 
low awareness, fear of consequences, low trust in authorities and low accessibility.13 If a report 
is made, the recipient first decides whether and how to record it, and then how to analyse or 
release reporting data.

Report statistics might not always accurately reflect incident trends because they can be 
influenced by several external factors, for example:

	� communication and engagement campaigns (for example, campaigns to raise awareness 
of reporting options)

	� encouragement or discouragement within communities

	� changes in trust towards recipient organisations about how they might respond to or handle 
a report

	� perceived lack of outcomes following past reports (either an individual’s own reports or 
other people’s reports)

	� changes in recording practices within recipient organisations (for example, if recipient 
organisations change their thresholds or definitions of hate conduct)

	� changes in individuals’ and communities’ perceived thresholds for behaviour (for example, 
if more people recognise certain conduct is vilifying)

	� how recipient organisations choose to analyse, aggregate and/or release data.

Readers of these statistics should remember that there is likely a larger picture of vilification 
which has not been reported to or recorded by authorities or registers.14

Community members spoke about many contexts of concern where they have 
experienced and/or witnessed vilification:
	� schools and universities
	� workplaces and volunteering
	� social media and online comments
	� news media and political discourse
	� sports and gaming venues
	� civic participation (for example, at council meetings and fora, on local 

government social media)
	� healthcare and support services (for example, interactions with hospital staff, 

general practitioners, paramedics, aged care services)
	� public transport
	� extended families (for example, comments and behaviour from in-laws, 

relationships being forbidden on the basis of race or religion)
	� general public life (for example, interactions at petrol stations, retail outlets, 

parks, restaurants, bars, local events, social events).

Wherever racialised Victorians can be found, there will be 
racism. It just depends on what form that takes.
— Consultation participant
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Several of these areas are also reflected in the number of formal complaints of 
racial and religious vilification made to the Commission’s dispute resolution service. 
Between 1 July 2013 and 30 June 2023 (a 10-year period):
	� 50.3% (n=81) of complaints were about vilification in general public life – 

in public places, at social events, or in hospitality or retail
	� 17.4% (n=28) were about vilification in media, press or advertising
	� 13.7% (n=22) were about vilification in social media – this is notable given the 

additional barriers in raising complaints against international social media 
platforms (for example, identifying and engaging with staff in overseas 
organisations like Meta/Facebook).

2.5  Caution in interpreting findings
A core finding of our research is that the existing body of knowledge and evidence 
on preventing prejudice and vilification is inconclusive and can only indicate what 
might work. While some prevention approaches have promising results, they have 
often not been tested, replicated or evaluated at larger scales or across more diverse 
populations.15 Interventions to reduce prejudice and vilification are no exception.16

Studies in this field must be read and interpreted with caution, even if a study’s 
findings are promising (see also 3 Best practice principles). When applying evidence 
to other cohorts and contexts, readers should think about potential considerations 
and limitations of the research, including:
	� study design or appropriateness (for example, presence of adequate control 

or comparison groups, sample sizes)
	� participant selection and appropriateness (for example, how participants 

were recruited, demographics or homogeneity of participants, whether the 
experiences and effects for the participants can reasonably be generalised to 
larger and more diverse populations)

	� outcome measure design or appropriateness (for example, selection of outcome 
measures, what they measure, whether they are validated measures, whether 
they rely only on self-reporting of attitudes or behaviours, whether they focus 
on behavioural intentions and not actual behaviours)

	� timing of and effects found in measures or tests (for example, if and when 
pre‑tests and post-tests were administered, how many pre- and post-intervention 
tests were administered, how long the follow-up was, whether effects changed 
or were stable over longer term follow-ups)

	� setting of a tested intervention and how close it was to a real-world context 
(for example, a laboratory or a real-life setting)

	� context of an intervention (for example, what country it was tested in, how long 
ago the research was undertaken, changes in the sociopolitical and economic 
environment)

	� replication of effects across multiple trials of the same or a similar intervention
	� scalability and adaptability of an intervention.
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These factors may mean that an intervention might not have the same results when 
replicated. For example, a 2022 meta-analysis identified a potentially promising 
prejudice-reduction approach called perceived variability (see 5.4 Perceived 
variability) based on encouraging results from predominantly French studies.17 A 
follow-up trial in Australia was unable to replicate these effects.18 As one 2021 review 
of prejudice-reduction experiments commented:

One urgent message of this article is the need for caution when 
reviewing prejudice reduction recommendations generated by 
small studies with optimistic conclusions.19

In this report, the Commission has adopted a cautious approach to the evidence 
available. More research and evaluation are needed to build on the existing 
evidence base. 
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3.	Best practice principles

Strategies to prevent prejudice and vilification 
can take different forms. As shown later in this 
report (see 6 Case studies), they can focus 
on a single prevention approach or combine 
multiple approaches (see 5 Prevention). 
They can also aim to address drivers at 
broader social or systemic levels or at a 
more individual level (see 4 Drivers).
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For prevention strategies to have a greater chance of success and lasting impact, 
they should be designed based on evidence, be implemented with rigour and aim to 
be sustainable. From our consultations and research, the Commission has identified 
9 key best practice principles that prevention strategies should aim to integrate:
1.	 Identify the evidence-based change mechanismsh and outcomes the initiative 

will target20 – and combine multiple prevention approaches where possible to 
maximise chances of effectiveness.21

2.	 Design and tailor strategies to the social, political, legal and cultural contexts.22

3.	 Consider scalability when selecting which approach(es) to use and to ensure 
the best possible reach of an overall prevention strategy.i

4.	 Engage with and understand the relevant research using a cautious and critical 
eye in order to align an intervention with the evidence, address past limitations 
and integrate lessons learned (see also 2.5 Caution in interpreting findings).

5.	 Use community-centred and -led design approaches (for example, Design 
Justice, Equity-Centred Community Design) where possible to meaningfully 
engage with communities, their contexts and their knowledge. These 
approaches can help tailor interventions to new contexts, encourage 
acceptability of interventions in communities and ensure that interventions 
minimise risks of cultural load and unsafe environments.

6.	 Consider engaging and integrating behavioural change design, implementation 
and testing expertise (for example, through the Victorian Government’s 
Behavioural Insights Unit).

7.	 Set up outcome-focused monitoring and evaluation frameworks and 
mechanisms early23 – and strengthen these with rigorous methods and validated 
measures where possible.

8.	 Use pilot tests and trials to check for intended, unintended and undesired 
outcomes24 (for example, potential backlash, defensiveness, perceived 
condescension or other counterproductive effects).

9.	 Share knowledge and lessons learned from pilot tests, research, process 
evaluation and outcome evaluation with communities and researchers to help 
future prevention strategies maximise their effectiveness, know what has been 
done and avoid what has not worked.

h	 Change mechanisms are the underlying ways in which an intervention is expected to change an 
attitude or behaviour.

i	 For example, using the scalability assessment framework developed by Wing Hsieh, Rebecca 
Wickes and Nicholas Faulkner, ‘What matters for the scalability of prejudice reduction programs and 
interventions? A Delphi study’ (2022) 10(1) BMC Psychology 107.
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4.	 Drivers

Attitudes (like prejudice) and behaviours 
(like vilification) are the complex result of 
many types of interrelated and interacting 
drivers, including influences, determinants, 
protective factors and risk factors. There 
are internal psychological drivers, social 
and relational drivers, and structural and 
environmental drivers.25
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In the local and international evidence, some drivers are more frequently identified 
and explored than others:
	� feelings of threat
	� media narratives
	� trigger events
	� exposure to hate (particularly online).

Some of these were also raised by expert interviewees and community members 
based on their experiences and observations.

What are trigger events?

Trigger events are events or incidents that trigger a broad community, societal, political 
or economic response (for example, terrorist attacks, violent crimes, economic crises, 
pandemics). Notably, these triggers can involve either factual events or instances of 
misinformation.

Other triggers for hate can include political debates and events or celebrations associated 
with particular cultures, ethnicities or religions.

In both the consultations and the analysed literature, experts noted that even where 
all possible drivers and risk factors are present, this does not guarantee that someone 
will be prejudiced or will vilify – although it would increase the likelihood.26
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4.1  Understanding the range of drivers
Everyone consciously and unconsciously holds attitudes, ways of thinking and 
feeling, cognitive biases, and mental shortcuts. These can include negative beliefs 
about or intentions to inflict harm on people from another group.

What are groups?

Ingroups and outgroups are ways of classifying or categorising oneself and others, usually 
based around identity. A person’s ingroup is made up of people they perceive to be like them 
in a particular way (for example, having the same cultural background, working in the same 
job, supporting the same causes or political parties). An outgroup is made up of people 
they do not identify with or perceive to be unlike them.

Intergroup attitudes, feelings and interactions are those between different groups. 
Some intergroup behaviours can be harmful or hostile (for example, vilification).

Some interventions focus specifically on 
interactions between majority groups 
and minority groups – these terms refer 
to groups’ status within a society and its 
demographics (for example, in Australia 
white Australians are a majority group and 
Chinese Australians are a minority group). 

Attitudes are hard to measure. They 
can change over time, and it is 
often difficult to trace their origins.27 
Attitudes, mindsets and biases are all 
important in driving vilification. Recent 
research has looked into how strongly 
attitudes and social norms predict a 
person’s intent to vilify. These studies 
found signs that attitudes are a better 
predictor than social norms.28 

What are social influences and norms?

Social influences refer to how other people and groups influence a person’s attitudes and 
behaviours. These include norms, which are perceptions about what people feel expected 
to do, what they believe others in their group think and how they believe others act.29 

These norms – combined with social pressures, power dynamics and group cohesion – 
can shape how people think about and behave towards other people, both inside and 
outside their groups. 
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4.2  When prejudice starts
Prejudice and its drivers exist across individual, social and structural levels.30 
Evidence shows that prejudice development starts in early childhood,31 before 
appearing to level out as children reach their early teen years. Over a life span, 
different drivers shape people’s attitudes to different extents, including:
	� transmission of racial and/or religious prejudice from parents and within 

families32

	� desires to fit in or share ‘desirable’ views with others (for example, friends, 
classmates, co-workers, social groups)33 

	� emotional responses to news or events34

	� what a person values or cares about, and others who share those values, 
like their perceived ingroup35

	� ideological predispositions towards societal hierarchies, social dominance 
and mindsets that see the world as dangerous, threatening and competitive – 
these are generally measured using the Right-Wing Authoritarianism and Social 
Dominance Orientation scales36

	� indirect exposure via communications and media, stories and narratives, and 
second-hand experience.37

Community members and experts 
also pointed to the historical roots 
and contemporary forms of racism, 
religious discrimination and hate as 
driving and reinforcing prejudice.

The Commission heard about how 
historical prejudice and exclusion 
continue to be reflected in today’s 
society. One community member 
described the continued impacts of 
colonisation and marginalisation in 
Australia as being ‘in the fabric of 
the country’. These range from the 
impacts of government policies and 
practices on First Peoples (for example, 
dispossession and removal from 
Country, removal of children)38 to the 
consequences of terrorism-related 
narratives for Muslim communities39 
(see 4.3 Feelings of threat).
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4.3  Feelings of threat
Fear of others is an important driver of prejudice. The intergroup threat (or 
integrated threat theory) model describes 4 elements of threat that contribute 
to the development of prejudice:40

Intergroup anxiety When someone feels anxious during an intergroup interaction about 
possible embarrassment, rejection or ridicule from others

Perceived realistic 
threats

Threats thought to be posed by an outgroup to an ingroup’s physical 
wellbeing and safety, or access to or competition for resources (like 
housing or jobs) or political and economic power

Perceived 
symbolic threats

Threats thought to be posed by an outgroup to an ingroup’s values, 
identities, norms or beliefs (for example, national or cultural identities 
and values, religious beliefs)

Negative 
stereotypes

Stereotypes and generalisations about an outgroup, including 
expectations of their characteristics or behaviours

These elements are all linked and can interact with each other. They can also exist at 
individual and group levels, in attitudes, behaviours, social norms and narratives.41 
The development of intergroup threat can be influenced by a range of factors, 
including:
	� the way someone thinks and 

processes information (for 
example, rigid binary thinking, 
filtering information in a way that 
supports their existing opinions)

	� their own direct or observed 
experiences with an outgroup

	� narratives from the media or 
other people that promote 
feelings of threat, fear, social 
incompatibility or differences in 
values (see 4.4 Media narratives 
and trigger events).42
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Each element of intergroup threat appears to affect prejudice and vilification 
differently (see 4.5 When prejudice becomes hate). Research indicates that 
perceived realistic threat and symbolic threat are generally better predictors 
of prejudice and vilification than is intergroup anxiety.43 For example, economic 
insecurity or instability can lead to perceived intergroup competition over access to 
jobs or housing, with some ingroup members blaming outgroups for the instability. 
Research from the USA and Italy supports the existence of links between economic 
insecurity or instability and rises in racial prejudice44 and online hate.45

Similar links between perceived threat and terrorism concern have been established, 
particularly in communication and media contexts. People’s perceptions of threat 
and safety, particularly after trigger events, are influenced by how media stories are 
framed, the content of narratives and the presentation of online discussions (see also 
4.4 Media narratives and trigger events).46 Evidence indicates that those with higher 
concern around terrorism are more likely to hold anti-Muslim views (regardless of 
their level of factual knowledge of Islam) and that these views affect what information 
they can recall about Muslims.47

4.4  Media narratives and trigger events
The media landscape, particularly news media, plays a key role in developing, 
spreading and reinforcing prejudice.48 Both online and traditional media outlets 
provide, frame and spread information. This provides opportunities to influence 
or persuade people about what they think, how they act and how they respond 
to information.

Media reporting can directly and 
indirectly present and reaffirm existing 
negative stereotypes and ideas 
about specific outgroups across the 
community.49 This happens both 
intentionally and unintentionally when 
media outlets:
	� provide platforms to individuals 

or groups with prejudicial views50

	� create cultural or social narratives 
out of unique individual incidents51

	� stir up moral panic by 
treating individual actions as 
representative of a community52

	� spread or reinforce misinformation 
or disinformation53.
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The way media outlets respond to trigger events is also impactful on creating or 
reaffirming prejudicial views.54 These views are often negative responses from 
the majority group towards a minority group.55 Geopolitical conflict beginning 
between groups, terrorist attacks, pandemics and local crime incidents are some 
of the commonly identified types of trigger event that can influence prejudice and 
vilification.56 Notably, there are indications that events or celebrations associated 
with particular cultural, ethnic or religious communities can be neutral triggers for 
non-violent hate behaviours.57

The initial effects of a trigger event may be small scale and localised, or they may 
have large-scale impacts nationally or internationally. For a trigger event to have an 
effect on attitudes or behaviours, people need to know that it has happened. This 
often occurs first through reporting of an event or incident by news media, but it 
can also occur through political discourse or social media outside of traditional 
news outlets. Both research and experts recognise trigger events and the narratives 
surrounding them as notable drivers of prejudice and vilification.

The key factors that influence the prejudice-spreading potential of trigger events 
include:
	� the framing of an event – and whether the messaging is negative58

	� the presentation of facts or speculation – and whether they have been verified
	� the portrayals of any actors or communities involved or potentially involved – 

and whether these portrayals racialise those involved59 or differentiate broader 
communities from the actors directly involved60

	� the potential for these factors to interact with existing or emerging community 
dynamics or norms.

These narratives and factors have real-world consequences for what people 
think and how they behave towards outgroups presented in the media. Media 
communication of trigger events can activate or increase perceptions of intergroup 
threat (see 4.3 Feelings of threat), as well as people’s perceptions of intergroup 
differences and the capability of different groups to safely live together.61 This can 
ultimately lead people to feel justified in developing or reinforcing negative attitudes 
and mindsets about another group and, in some instances, vilifying members of 
that group.62

4.5  When prejudice becomes hate
There is no known ‘formula’ of drivers that produces (or prevents) a person becoming 
prejudiced or engaging in vilification. There are only factors that make prejudice and 
hate more (or less) likely to occur. However, the evidence demonstrates that hate 
behaviours have their origins in prejudice. For example, initial research to validate the 
Hate Behaviours Scale (HBS), a new measure for intention to engage in (non-violent 
and violent) hate, found a significant relationship between anti-Muslim prejudice 
and intention to engage in anti-Muslim hate behaviours.63 Threat is an important 
element of this – some of the intentions measured by the HBS are about ‘defending’ 
an individual’s community against the perceived threat posed by an outgroup (in this 
instance, Muslim people).
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Both prejudice and intergroup threat (see 4.3 Feelings of threat) are significant 
drivers of hate. Research has investigated how prejudice and threat can influence 
people’s behaviour through:
	� the ways an individual sees the world and their relationships to other groups, 

including neighbourhood safety and social cohesion64

	� beliefs that outgroups are threats to social cohesion or to access to resources65 
(see also 4.3 Feelings of threat)

	� rejection of groups that an individual believes do not share the same values as 
them or threaten those values.66

Research suggests that perceived threat is more likely to result in confrontation than 
is intergroup anxiety.67 This is consistent with recent research outside this field which 
has found that people anxious about terrorism are more likely to avoid violent terror 
content, whereas people angry about terrorism are more likely to seek and consume 
violent terror content.68 Further research is needed into whether this effect extends 
to consumption of hate content, which is important because of racial and religious 
stereotypes regarding terrorism (see 4.4 Media narratives and trigger events) and of 
the role that exposure to hate has in driving further hate (see 4.6 Exposure to hate).

Vilification can also be driven by social influences, including normalisation of and 
desensitisation to stigma, marginalisation and discrimination.69 Social influences 
can be exerted at structural and institutional levels, for example through social 
and political responses to large-scale trigger events like the September 11 attacks,70 
the COVID-19 pandemic71 and the 2005 Cronulla riots.72 These events drastically 
changed the nature of political and social norms about how Muslim, Arab and Asian 
communities are perceived, treated and expected to behave. They also changed 
how other groups see and interact with these communities, leading to increased 
hate.73 Research is yet to be published on the full influence of the social and political 
response to the 2023 Australian constitutional referendum (on the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Voice to Parliament), but researchers and community members 
have commented on how this response has similarly led to increasing vilification 
against First Peoples.74

Drivers of extreme attitudes, violent behaviours and hate crimes

The drivers described in this report overlap with commonly identified drivers of extremism 
and hate crimes.75 While discussing these extreme attitudes and violent behaviours is out 
of the scope of this report, it is notable that:

	� research indicates that exposure to violence, maltreatment and substance use are 
associated with extremist attitudes among adolescents76

	� experts have noted associations between childhood stressors and trauma with the use 
of violent hate77

	� early evidence suggests that misogyny is a predictor of violent extremist intention.78
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4.6  Exposure to hate
People are increasingly exposed to hate speech79 and online aggression.80 
Emerging evidence shows that repeated exposure to hate speech leads to:
	� desensitisation to offensive and hateful content
	� limited ability to empathise with either outgroup or ingroup members
	� dehumanisation of groups targeted by the content
	� greater distancing from the targeted group
	� increased prejudice.81 j

Evidence also suggests that people 
are more likely to make trolling or 
aggressive comments online if they 
are in a negative mood and if the 
discussion context already has a 
negative or aggressive tone.82

Increased exposure to hate speech 
and aggression online, combined with 
online anonymity, has implications 
for younger generations, who are 
increasingly introduced to online 
environments earlier in life. In 
general, adolescents are more likely 
to be exposed to hate speech online 
than to perpetrate it themselves.83  
In addition to this individual-level 
behaviour, people online are building 
communities of like-minded individuals 
who find legitimacy for and recognition of their prejudicial views, which can 
frequently spill over into the offline world (see 4.7 Online hate communities).84

In recent years, evidence has emerged to support the existence of a mutual (and 
mutually reinforcing) relationship between online hate (for example, through social 
media, news article comments) and offline hate behaviours.85 Recent research in 
the USA demonstrates that negative online speech from key authority figures about 
Muslim86 and Asian communities87 can alter social norms – including legitimising and 
destigmatising large-scale prejudice towards entire outgroups and emboldening 
others to express prejudicial views.

j	 This is an important consideration for individuals, groups or organisations that repeatedly engage 
with hate content (for example, when monitoring, responding to or researching content). There is a 
need for available, accessible and appropriate support measures.
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4.7  Online hate communities
Online spaces and communities play increasing roles in spreading and normalising 
vilification.88 Social influences and norms significantly facilitate online hate and hate 
communities.89

Online environments are used 
differently by groups and individuals to 
achieve different objectives. Individuals 
look for community, shared beliefs and 
approval of their views. By contrast, 
groups want to grow, spread their 
beliefs, gain recognition and create a 
unified identity. There is evidence that 
online environments are increasingly 
used for recruitment and mobilisation, 
community building and shaping, and 
role modelling to others.90 

While much attention has been given 
to online hate communities on social 
media platforms since the 2010s, this 
phenomenon is not new. For example, 
the 2005 Cronulla riots acted as a 
trigger event that contributed to 
increased engagement and stronger 
bonds within a major Australian online 
far-right community.91

In online settings, networks and communities with like-minded attitudes and 
behaviours can easily gather, with members reinforcing each other.92 This can create 
a feedback loop, where people receive information that confirms their beliefs, which 
then influences what information they look for. It can also set strong social incentives 
for and against the use of online hate.93
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5.	 
Prevention

For several decades, researchers have 
investigated how to prevent prejudice and 
vilification effectively. Various approaches 
for interventions have emerged over this 
time, with new approaches continuing to 
be proposed, developed and tested.
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Experts have reiterated in literature and during our consultations that interventions 
are more effective when their designers identify and understand the theory and 
evidence behind what they are trying to change and how the intervention will 
achieve this.94

There are various ways of categorising interventions approaches to prevent prejudice 
and vilification (for example, by setting, by target population, by format). This report 
explores 5 key approaches (tested in either real-world or laboratory settings) that 
appear frequently in the evidence:k

Awareness Reducing prejudice and/or vilification through learning and 
reflection

Categorisation Reducing prejudice by targeting how people categorise themselves 
and others

Contact Reducing prejudice through different forms of (positive) interaction 
between members of different groups

Perceived variability Reducing generalisations and stereotypes by demonstrating the 
diversity within other groups

Perspective-taking Reducing prejudice by exchanging narratives and actively engaging 
empathy

These approaches are not mutually exclusive and prevention strategies often 
combine multiple approaches (for example, contact plus categorisation, extended 
contact followed by direct contact, perspective-taking plus awareness) in different 
contexts (for example, schools, workplaces, media, online). They are also not the only 
prevention approaches that have been developed or will be developed. 

In addition to the above 5 key prevention approaches, this section summarises a 
range of other notable prevention approaches.

k	 These categories are drawn from an existing prejudice-focused classification scheme based 
on the underlying theoretical foundations of different prevention approaches. See Wing Hsieh, 
Nicholas Faulkner and Rebecca Wickes, ‘What reduces prejudice in the real world? A meta-analysis 
of prejudice reduction field experiments’ (2022) 61(3) British Journal of Social Psychology 689.
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5.1  Awareness

How the 
intervention 
works

Awareness interventions aim to reduce prejudice 
and/or vilification through learning and reflection  
– by improving an individual’s knowledge and 
understanding of prejudice, vilification and harm, 
encouraging critical thinking, and building their skills 
and confidence. These are usually education programs 
(or program components) in schools or workplaces, 
or media campaigns.95

Awareness interventions may cover a range of topics, for example:

	� concepts, understandings and origins of prejudice and hate 
(see Case study 6.3)

	� cross-cultural knowledge, understanding or awareness

	� what words or actions are prejudicial or harmful and why

	� cognitive and social processes and drivers behind prejudice 
or vilification

	� how to respond to or challenge prejudice or vilification (see also 
5.6.4 Social norms and 5.6.5 Prevention through response)

	� the roles that individuals, groups, organisations and institutions 
can play in reducing or preventing prejudice, discrimination or 
vilification.

As awareness is based around learning and reflection, the Commission 
notes and acknowledges the importance of racial literacy – as well as 
approaches which centre First Peoples, racialised and marginalised 
religious perspectives and experiences – as part of awareness 
interventions.l

Awareness interventions are relatively flexible and can be designed or 
delivered in multiple ways, including:

	� on their own or in combination with other approaches (for example, 
contact, social norms)

	� using different types or combinations of facilitators or messengers 
(for example, external facilitators, peer leaders, train-the-trainer 
models)

	� with varying levels of engagement (for example, passive learning, 
active reflection, creative methods)

	� as one-off, periodic or ongoing learning or reflection.

Depending on their design, awareness interventions have the benefit 
of scalability: they can reach larger numbers of people more easily than 
other more time- or resource-intensive interventions.

Notably, the Inquiry recognised the importance and potential impact 
of awareness interventions in recommendation 7, for community 
education campaigns on vilification and hate conduct.96

l	 See the Commission’s Guideline: Race discrimination in the workplace for more information about 
racial literacy.

https://www.humanrights.vic.gov.au/resources/guideline-workplace-race-discrimination/
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How effective 
the intervention 
is

While awareness interventions are on average effective in real-world 
settings, their effectiveness can vary considerably depending on 
their design, delivery and content.97 For example, direct attempts at 
persuading people to recognise and change their attitudes have the 
potential to backfire, and there have been past media-based awareness 
interventions which have inadvertently reinforced stereotypes.98

A 2016 meta-analysis of 40 years of diversity training programs 
looked at a range of outcomes, including diversity-related attitudes 
and diversity-related knowledge. While these programs are generally 
effective on attitudes immediately after delivery, this effectiveness on 
attitudes decays over time. However, participants do retain knowledge 
over time.99

A 2013 systematic review of school-based intercultural understanding 
programs found that building cultural knowledge and cultural 
awareness:

	� may result in positive short-term changes but not necessarily 
long‑term changes in attitudes and behaviours

	� can have little if any effect on attitudes or behaviours

	� may backfire and reinforce prejudices if students’ attitudes towards 
people from different cultural backgrounds are not explicitly 
addressed and thoughtfully discussed.100

There has been no equivalent review for anti-racism education. 
Contemporary anti-racism education continues to evolve and there is 
a need for more evidence and rigorous evaluation around its design, 
delivery and effectiveness. 

What factors 
increase its 
effectiveness

The key factors increasing the effectiveness of awareness interventions 
appear to be format, context and participants’ pre-existing views. There 
is evidence that integrated approaches to diversity training (where the 
training is complemented by other initiatives) are more effective than 
standalone training, and that longer training is more effective.101 A 2020 
Victorian review of contemporary anti-racism strategies also noted the 
importance of anti-racism training:

	� being neutral, informal and respectful

	� providing factual information

	� combining multiple instruction and learning approaches

	� being tailored to the context

	� encouraging intergroup contact where appropriate

	� being delivered by trainers with lived experience as well as 
experience or qualifications in organisational change.102

This 2020 review also noted the importance of communication- and 
media-based awareness interventions:

	� using explicit messaging

	� addressing specific negative beliefs instead of trying to create 
positive feelings

	� focusing on specific racialised groups rather than broad diversity or 
multiculturalism messages

	� highlighting commonalities between groups

	� pre-emptively addressing potential counter-arguments

	� considering the use of nonverbal behaviours (for example, posture, 
eye contact, personal distance) in visual media.103
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Recent research indicates that anti-prejudice messaging is more likely 
to be effective among individuals with lower levels of Right-Wing 
Authoritarianism (see 4.2 When prejudice starts).104

Although there is limited evidence on the effectiveness of 
communication- and media-based interventions in general, a 2007 
review for the UK Department for Communities and Local Government 
drew from evidence available at the time to create 2 tools to help 
strengthen the persuasiveness and effectiveness of messages aimed 
at reducing racial prejudice:

	� a 27-item checklist for assessing initiatives105

	� key psychological mechanisms of messages – these include detailed 
guidance on a message’s structure, its content and its delivery.106

What 
limitations 
and risks may 
be present

Unintended negative consequences: As noted, some awareness 
interventions have had unintended negative consequences (for 
example, unintentionally reinforcing stereotypes or biases, being 
perceived as condescending).107 

Limitations of knowledge on changing attitudes: Even if an awareness 
intervention successfully increases a person’s knowledge of another 
group, this may not translate to reduced prejudice.108 For example, 
research supports a link between terrorism concern and Islamophobia 
regardless of level of factual knowledge about Islam, indicating the 
limitations of interventions that only aim to improve knowledge.109 More 
broadly, research into misinformation indicates that factual knowledge 
often fails to correct biased views.110 Further research is needed to 
determine the impact of knowledge on changing behaviours.

These limitations do not detract from the need for improved racial and 
religious literacy. In the Commission’s consultations, many community 
members supported the role of education in reducing prejudice and 
increasing awareness.
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5.2  Categorisation

How the 
intervention 
works

Categorisation interventions are based on 
cognitive and social categorisation theories 
about how people classify themselves 
and others into ingroups and outgroups.111 
There are different types of categorisation 
interventions, each of which aims to reduce 
prejudice in different ways:

	� decategorisation, where group memberships 
are de-emphasised and individual identities 
are emphasised

	� common ingroup identity categorisation, where the ingroup and 
outgroups are recategorised as belonging to a new overarching 
(superordinate) identity category – this superordinate identity 
becomes a new common ingroup, intended to extend ingroup 
favouritism to all members

	� dual identity categorisation, where both the original group identity 
and the new superordinate identity are simultaneously engaged.112

Decategorisation and common ingroup categorisation share similarities 
with ‘colourblind’, ‘colourmute’ and ‘racelessness’ approaches to 
prejudice reduction, which attempt to avoid seeing, acknowledging 
or discussing race or racial difference.m The assumption is this will 
prevent racial bias; however, evidence indicates these approaches 
are counterproductive and can actually reinforce prejudice and 
stereotypes.113

How effective 
the intervention 
is

Categorisation-only interventions have not been frequently tested 
in real-world settings but, based on limited studies, they seem to be 
less effective on average than contact and awareness approaches.114 
Common ingroup identity and decategorisation interventions are 
ineffective and may have negative effects among children and 
adolescents, although researchers have not empirically determined 
why.115 However, there is evidence supporting the effectiveness of 
dual identity categorisation (see below).

What factors 
increase its 
effectiveness

There is emerging evidence that dual identity categorisation 
interventions can be effective with children and adolescents when 
combined with virtual contact116 or extended contact117 approaches 
(see Case study 6.1).

What 
limitations 
and risks may 
be present

Resistance: One expert participant noted that with common ingroup 
categorisation interventions, they had observed a risk of resistance 
or backlash to a new superordinate identity being imposed. They also 
noted that when exposed to a recategorisation intervention, which 
explicitly draws participants’ attention to ingroup and outgroup 
memberships, some participants instead focus on their own group 
as being more important.

m	 We recognise these terms have connotations referring to disability and disabled communities. 
We use them here in the same way as the literature to discuss prejudice-related phenomena.
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Risks to children: Categorisation interventions aimed at children may 
risk introducing social categories and ideas of difference earlier than 
they would have otherwise been introduced, potentially sowing the 
seeds for prejudice earlier in life.118 Public authorities implementing 
categorisation interventions involving children should consider 
whether the intervention engages the right under the Charter to the 
protection of children as is needed in their best interests and whether 
there is any risk that this right might be unjustifiably limited by the 
intervention.119

Erasing identities: As with ‘colourblind’ and similar approaches, 
decategorisation and common ingroup categorisation approaches have 
a risk of undermining, dismissing or erasing cultural identities. These 
approaches also do not acknowledge that minority members generally 
do not get the choice to de-emphasise or ignore group memberships, 
as they are subject to society’s ongoing racialisation of themselves and 
their communities.

Notably, dual identity categorisation interventions do not face these 
same limitations.

5.3  Contact

How the 
intervention 
works

Contact interventions are based on Allport’s contact 
theory, which has been a key theory in understanding 
and reducing prejudice since the 1950s.120 The core 
idea is that positive interactions (contact) between 
members of different groups will improve perceptions 
and attitudes between the groups, reduce favouritism 
or bias towards one’s own group, and reduce intergroup 
prejudice or tensions.121

There are 2 main types of contact – direct and indirect contact  
– which can generally be split into 5 approaches:

	� contact meetings (direct), where participants from different groups 
engage in structured intergroup discussions that explicitly address 
intergroup relations

	� cooperative learning programs (direct), where participants from 
different groups work towards a common learning objective or 
product not related to interethnic relations (and intergroup relations 
are not discussed)

	� extended contact (indirect), where there are friendships or positive 
relations between a member of a person’s ingroup and an outgroup 
member (or positive intergroup relations are portrayed in the media)

	� virtual contact (indirect), where participants from different groups 
engage in computer-based or online systematic discussions or 
activities

	� imagined contact (indirect), where participants experience a 
simulated positive interaction with an outgroup member (notably, 
while imagined contact can take place through media like television 
and film, imagined contact research tends to be laboratory-based).122
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There are also other forms of extended and indirect contact in 
the literature, including representations or portrayals in the media 
(sometimes called parasocial contact or media contact), cultural 
events and conversations or interactions.123 Some of these can include 
an element of perceived variability (see 5.4 Perceived variability).124 
Although these other forms of contact do not meet the original optimal 
conditions of contact (see below), there is increasing research into 
these approaches and their effectiveness.

Contact interventions engage multiple processes, including:

	� experiencing exposure to an outgroup125

	� reducing intergroup uncertainty, anxiety and perceived threat126 
(see 4.3 Feelings of threat)

	� increasing empathy and perspective-taking127

	� improving cognitive flexibility and hierarchical thinking.128

A 2015 Australian study using virtual contact combined with dual 
identity categorisation found indications that negative emotions 
were reduced first, in turn helping reduce intergroup bias (see 
Case study 6.1).129

Direct contact and virtual contact interventions provide the opportunity 
for intergroup personal relationships and friendships to form, and this 
may in turn encourage or provide further opportunities for intergroup 
contact.130

How effective 
the intervention 
is

Contact interventions are one of the most highly researched and tested 
interventions. They are generally considered to be highly effective 
at reducing prejudice. During our consultations, multiple expert 
interviewees prioritised contact interventions, and several decades of 
research support the effectiveness of contact, particularly where they 
are structured and follow the 4 optimal conditions (see below).131 

Research has found that:

	� the prejudice-reduction effects of contact interventions tend to 
generalise to other members of the outgroup132

	� contact interventions are still effective even among people with 
high levels of perceived threat133 (see 4.3 Feelings of threat) and in 
settings with a recent history of severe intergroup conflict.134

There is also evidence to indicate:

	� both quality and quantity of contact have prejudice reduction 
effects, with quality contact (for example, more pleasant, natural, 
cooperative contact) being a greater predictor of lower prejudice135

	� there is a causal link between intergroup contact between 
colleagues and reduced racial prejudice136

	� there is a causal link between having had positive contact 
experiences and being less likely to believe in outgroup-directed 
conspiracy theories.137

Recent research also supports the role of less direct contact in 
reducing hate incidents. Notably, a 2023 Italian study found an 
association at a local level between increased consumption of 
cultural activity (for example, cinema, theatre, concerts, exhibitions) 
and a localised decrease in hate events over a 9-year period.138
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What factors 
increase its 
effectiveness

The original conception of contact interventions included 4 optimal 
conditions:

	� equal status between the groups in the contact situation

	� common goals

	� intergroup cooperation

	� support or sanction of a mutually recognised authority (for example, 
an employer, a school principal).139

Follow-up research has supported the roles these 4 conditions play in 
increasing effectiveness140, as well as the importance of:

	� tailoring interventions to age groups and developmental stages141

	� having a structured contact situation142

	� setting up contact environments which allow participants to develop 
connections or friendships through meaningful and repeated 
contact.143

Contact interventions are relatively flexible and can be combined with 
other prevention approaches (for example, categorisation144). A 2022 
meta-analysis of prejudice-reduction studies in real-world settings 
found that contact interventions combined with awareness and/or 
perspective-taking are more effective than contact-only interventions 
– however, it should be noted that there were fewer studies with 
combination approaches than with contact-only approaches.145

What 
limitations 
and risks may 
be present

Negative contact: There is growing research into how negative contact 
experiences can lead to increased prejudice.146 Current evidence 
indicates that negative contact interactions may have stronger effects 
(on increasing prejudice) than positive interactions (on decreasing 
prejudice); however, positive contact happens more frequently and is 
more likely during interventions.147 Design and implementation should 
aim to reduce this risk by creating contact situations that encourage 
positive contact. 

Cultural load and safety: Depending on how a contact intervention is 
designed and run, there is a risk of cultural load, where participation 
could put an unequal burden on minority group member participants.148 
For example, the smaller number of minority group members in a 
school or workplace might mean that minority group members would 
have to invest more time and energy in contact situations (particularly 
direct and virtual contact). 

There may also be safety risks, where contact interventions may 
place people at risk of experiencing prejudice and hate from other 
participants. Design and implementation should aim to reduce these 
risks and provide support options for the wellbeing of minority group 
member participants.

‘Ironic’ side effect: Although concern has been raised that intergroup 
contact might have an ‘ironic’ side effect of reducing support among 
minority members for social change, a 2022 meta-analysis found 
insufficient evidence to support this concern (and instead identified 
alternative explanations).149



Page 42

Scalability: Direct and virtual contact interventions may face 
challenges around scalability. For example, in-person contact 
interventions can be hard to deliver at a larger scale given the time 
required of both organisers and participants, potential challenges in 
recruiting and getting buy-in from both majority group and minority 
group participants, and the physical constraints of having enough 
places or large enough places to facilitate them.150 This is one reason 
that expert participants and evidence frequently highlight schools as 
a setting for contact interventions.

Charter rights: Public authorities that deliver contact interventions 
should consider how rights under the Charter, including freedom 
of expression and privacy, may be engaged and limited in these 
interventions.151 For contact interventions involving children, public 
authorities should also consider whether the intervention engages 
the right under the Charter to the protection of children as is needed 
in their best interests.152 If limitations are placed on rights, public 
authorities will need to consider whether those limitations are 
demonstrably justified.153

5.4  Perceived variability

How the 
intervention 
works

Perceived variability interventions are based 
on research linking perceived outgroup 
homogeneity bias – the tendency for people 
to perceive outgroups and their members 
as being essentially all the same – with the 
formation of stereotypes and prejudice.154 
The intervention aims to challenge this by 
demonstrating the diversity within a particular 
group, in turn reducing the tendency to form 
and apply generalisations and stereotypes.

Perceived variability is a relatively new intervention, first formally 
proposed in the early 2010s. We found 2 main approaches in the 
literature:

	� static posters highlighting differences among members of an 
outgroup (for example, posters displaying photographs of several 
members of the same outgroup, their first names, ages, and 
a personality characteristic unique to each of them)155

	� short videos highlighting differences among members of an 
outgroup (for example, videos where several members of the same 
overseas-born outgroup compare their experiences in Australia and 
overseas about everyday topics such as work–life balance, health 
and wellbeing).156
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Perceived variability interventions share similarities with counter-
stereotypical or diverse representations of minority group members 
in the media. The main difference is that perceived variability 
interventions to date have presented multiple group members at 
the same point in time and highlighted their differences within the 
same umbrella characteristic (for example, in terms of personality 
traits or different perspectives on the same issue). General media 
representations may present one or multiple group members at once, 
and with different framings or contexts.

How effective 
the intervention 
is

There is insufficient research to draw conclusions on the effectiveness 
of perceived variability. Of the 2 studies we reviewed, there were mixed 
findings:

	� early poster-based experiments in France were effective in reducing 
prejudice against Arab Muslim people157

	� recent video-based attempts to extend and replicate the effect in 
Australia were not effective.158

The authors of the Australian study proposed 3 possible reasons for 
the difference in effectiveness: the change in format, the different 
migration and societal contexts between countries, and the possibility 
of false positivesn in the French study. Further research is needed to 
determine whether the original promising findings about perceived 
variability interventions can be replicated.

What factors 
increase its 
effectiveness

It is unclear from the evidence we reviewed what factors increase 
the effectiveness of perceived variability in preventing prejudice or 
vilification. As noted, prevention research continues to be conducted 
and published, and future research may find factors which increase 
the effectiveness of perceived variability.

What 
limitations 
and risks may 
be present

Media-based interventions: Broadly, media-based prejudice-reduction 
interventions have had mixed effectiveness, with some past campaigns 
unintentionally reinforcing stereotypes (see also 5.1 Awareness).159 
This could have implications for media-based perceived variability 
interventions.

Unintended negative consequences: There may be risks in designing 
representations intended to reflect the diversity of a particular 
community or identity (for example, inadvertently creating new 
stereotypes or generalisations, misrepresenting communities). 
Design and implementation should involve community consultation 
and testing with multiple audiences to avoid any unintended 
consequences.

n	 False positives are when results indicate there was an effect when there was no effect. These can 
happen for a range of reasons (for example, poor research design and practices, inappropriate 
measures, low sample sizes, external factors interfering with what is being measured, mere chance). 
False positives are an ongoing concern in experimental research and highlight the importance of 
replicating studies to confirm whether the effects are real (see also 2.5 Caution in interpreting 
findings and 3 Best practice principles).
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5.5  Perspective-taking

How the 
intervention 
works

Perspective-taking interventions aim to 
reduce prejudice by helping someone put 
themselves in the shoes of an outgroup 
member and find commonalities between 
their experiences and the outgroup 
member’s.160 The core idea is to encourage 
cognitive empathy (being able to identify 
someone else’s mental state) and emotional 
empathy (being able to respond with the 
appropriate emotions).161

Past research has tested various approaches to perspective-taking, 
including: 

	� writing a short essay from the perspective of an outgroup member

	� physically simulating the experience of another (for example, 
climbing a staircase while wearing restrictive knee pads to simulate 
mobility restrictions)

	� using virtual reality to make a person see themselves as a member 
of another group

	� exchanging narratives in one-on-one conversations.162

This report focuses on the last of these approaches, as recent research 
indicates it may be the most promising form of perspective-taking. 
In narrative exchanges, canvassers engage with prejudiced people 
in 10–15 minute conversations to non-judgementally exchange 
narratives and prompt a process of revising prejudicial attitudes.163 
The conversations may take different forms, but the core of the 
conversation is when the canvasser shares an experience of theirs 
(for example, a time they faced judgement or exclusion, a time 
someone showed them compassion when they needed it) and then 
asks the participant to share an experience of their own. This may be 
followed by explicitly encouraging reflections about an outgroup’s 
similar experiences or about common misconceptions.

How effective 
the intervention 
is

Interpersonal perspective-taking conversations have emerged as a 
promising and scalable approach in the last decade. There are 2 main 
studies concerning racial or religious outgroups:

	� A set of 3 randomised controlled trials tested one-on-one 
conversations with 6,869 people in 7 locations in the USA on 
attitudes towards unauthorised immigrants (as well as trans and 
gender diverse people).164 It found that the intervention reduced 
prejudice for at least 4 months after the conversations.

	� A randomised control trial tested interpersonal conversations on 
Islamophobia with 227 people in Melbourne.165 Participants in the 
intervention group were aged between 43 and 94. It found that 
the intervention reduced prejudice for at least 12 weeks after the 
conversations.

What factors 
increase its 
effectiveness

More research is needed to determine what factors increase the 
effectiveness of interpersonal perspective-taking conversations (for 
example, whether effectiveness varies depending on the demographics 
of the canvassers).

The US trials found that conversations that used only arguments were 
not effective, whereas conversations where narratives were exchanged 
were effective.166
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What 
limitations 
and risks may 
be present

Scepticism: Some forms of perspective-taking may be received by 
the broader community with scepticism (for example, the use of 
virtual reality to see oneself as a member of another group).

Cultural load: Interpersonal perspective-taking conversations involve 
the use of canvassers, some of whom may be members of the outgroup 
being discussed. There may be a risk of cultural load and burden on 
outgroup member canvassers. Design and implementation should aim 
to reduce this risk and provide support options for the wellbeing of 
minority group member participants.

Charter rights: Public authorities that deliver perspective-taking 
interventions should consider how rights under the Charter, such as 
freedom of expression, may be engaged and limited in interventions.167 
If limitations are placed on rights, public authorities will need to 
consider whether those limitations are demonstrably justified.168

5.6  Other notable prevention approaches
Promising new directions in prevention approaches have emerged in recent years. In 
addition to the 5 main approaches explored above, other approaches were present in 
the literature we reviewed or were raised by experts or community members. While 
the 5 main approaches have been more extensively researched and evaluated, there 
is less evidence for these other approaches (or they were not entirely in the scope of 
our research questions), and more research and evaluation are needed. These other 
notable approaches include a mix of different mechanisms, contexts, cohorts and 
opportunities to intervene.

5.6.1  Early intervention for individuals at risk
There are opportunities for early identification, diversion and 
intervention of individuals at risk of hate conduct or radicalisation, 
regardless of age, using a strengths- and needs-based approach. 
These approaches aim to address the social issues that coincide 
with prejudice and hate.

Sustained disengagement from extremism and social reintegration 
requires a holistic approach across multiple domains:
	� positive social relationships and connections
	� coping with personal issues
	� separation of identity from a cause or group
	� shifts in ideology and behaviours towards non-violence and respect.169

Experts told us that deradicalisation and reintegration after radicalisation are long 
journeys that require funding and support to increase their chances of success. 
While diversion and deradicalisation are generally one-on-one processes, this is an 
important opportunity to disrupt hate groups and the influence of their individual 
members.
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5.6.2  Early disruption of patterns of hate
There are also early-intervention opportunities at a larger scale 
through identification, monitoring and disruption of triggers, 
patterns and narratives. This can include the use of monitoring 
tools to proactively identify patterns that lead to or generate 
hate, including:
	� likely trigger events
	� emerging online vilification trends
	� networks of perpetrators.

One expert spoke of the need for a local framework for early-response measures 
to prevent escalation and spread of hate. This could include a business-as-usual 
approach to campaigns, where they are ready to go and can responsively ramp up 
as required, similar to the way bushfire and public health campaigns are activated or 
increased at certain times. For example, campaigns could be activated in response 
to emerging trends or proactively in the lead-up to certain significant days or events 
known to be associated with increased hate.

Recent research supports the importance of identifying highly connected nodes 
in online hate networks and removing these nodes to disrupt the spread of online 
hate.170 Given the reciprocal relationship between offline and online vilification, this 
may also be an opportunity to prevent offline behaviours.

5.6.3  School-based interventions
Schools are a commonly noted context for prejudice-reduction 
programs (see Case study 6.1, Case study 6.3 and the recent 
Speak Out Against Racism (SOAR) program pilot171). These 
interventions and approaches are aimed at children and young 
people, when prejudice may be easier to prevent or address 
(see 4.2 When prejudice starts). The importance and potential 
of school-based interventions were also recognised in 2 of the 
Inquiry’s recommendations:

	� recommendation 5, for primary school programs to 
strengthen respect, diversity and cohesion172

	� recommendation 6, for clearer understanding among educators and school 
leaders on preventing and responding to hate conduct in schools.173
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Reaching a critical mass or tipping point of the population to achieve a substantial 
shift in norms, attitudes and behaviours is challenging for interventions. Schools 
are an opportunity to scale up an intervention to reach a large proportion of the 
population over a sustained period in order to encourage and embed prosocial 
and anti-prejudice norms, attitudes and behaviours. School-based interventions 
may combine approaches such as awareness, contact, social norms and 
perspective‑taking.
There is evidence supporting some key factors in school-based interventions:
	� integrating awareness (see 5.1 Awareness) and contact (see 5.3 Contact) 

approaches to allow students to make personal connections across groups in 
a supportive environment and in ways that are meaningful and relevant to their 
lives

	� supporting the development of teachers’ own personal and professional 
intercultural capabilities

	� supporting classroom-level teaching practice with whole-of-school leadership 
and administrative support.174

Schools can also be sites for early identification and intervention of children and 
young people at risk (see 5.6.1 Early intervention for individuals at risk). One expert 
spoke about the potential to provide supports for parents and teachers on how to 
identify whether a child is being exposed to or demonstrating prejudice or hate, 
and next steps for parents, teachers and the child.

5.6.4  Social norms
Some interventions aim to shift, influence and enforce social norms 
and behaviours (see Case study 6.3). These social norm–based 
approaches can include:
	� challenging existing norms
	� modelling and reinforcing anti-racist and anti-hate norms
	� educating and encouraging people to be role models 

and influencers
	� representing and highlighting non-prejudicial behaviour in the media
	� disrupting or preventing normalisation of and desensitisation to prejudice 

and vilification.175

Social norms can also be modelled and reinforced through bystander intervention 
and counterspeech (see 5.6.5 Prevention through response).
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5.6.5  Prevention through response
While this report focuses on approaches to preventing 
vilification in the first place, there is also a role for responses 
to vilification. Although responses to incidents do not deeply 
engage with the underlying drivers of prejudice or vilification, 
they may reinforce anti-hate norms (see 5.6.4 Social norms) 
or prevent future behaviour or escalation. However, it is 
difficult to confidently establish a causal link between 
someone being challenged about something they have 
said and their subsequent attitudes or behaviours.

Bystander intervention
Bystander intervention is when an individual who witnesses or is present at a 
vilification act intervenes in the situation. This type of intervention aims to shift the 
burden of responding to vilification away from targets of vilification.176 There is mixed 
evidence on its potential effectiveness as a prevention strategy:
	� A 2011 literature review on bystander anti-racism found signs that bystander 

intervention could educate perpetrators, challenge perceptions of what it is 
acceptable to say, and shift social norms and attitudes.177

	� A 2024 scoping review of bystander interventions in the workplace found 
indications that bystander action resulted in positive behaviour change from 
perpetrators.178

However, past studies have reported risks of backlash, perceived overreaction, 
negative personal consequences and negative professional consequences for those 
who confront prejudicial behaviours, particularly when a minority member confronts 
the behaviour.179

Counterspeech
Counterspeech is when an individual, organisation or boto responds to vilification. 
Like bystander intervention, counterspeech aims to shift the burden of response 
away from targets and to challenge prejudicial views or vilification. Research on 
counterspeech has increased and diversified in recent years, including emerging 
research into the potential for automated generation of counterspeech using large 
language models (a form of generative artificial intelligence).180

A 2022 study of over 130,000 political conversations on German Twitter (now known 
as X) over 4 years found signs that organised and coordinated counterspeech was 
associated with reduction in the use of hate speech and a more neutral and balanced 
tone of conversation (see Case study 6.2.1).181

A 2021 real-world experiment with 1,350 Twitter users found indications that 
empathy-based counterspeech had some effect on perpetrators’ later tweets and 
likelihood to delete a hateful tweet. No similar effect was found for counterspeech 
that used humour or warned of consequences (see Case study 6.2.2).182

o	 A bot is a software application that runs automated tasks online, particularly tasks which are too 
repetitive or large scale for humans to do.
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Researchers have noted the possibility that counterspeech’s effectiveness in 
reducing hate behaviours may be contextual.183 A perpetrator’s behaviour may be 
displaced or dispersed from the original context where the counterspeech was 
delivered to a different context (for example, if they encounter counterspeech on 
one social media platform, they may stop vilifying on that platform and instead vilify 
on another).184 At a larger scale, evidence suggests that the 2021 suspension of Parler, 
a social media platform associated with conspiracy theorists and far-right extremists, 
led to users migrating to other similar platforms but did not lead to a significant 
decrease in overall user activity on ‘fringe’ social media.185

5.6.6  Counternarratives
Counternarrative interventions aim to help people rewrite the biased 
narratives they believe. These are a kind of awareness intervention 
(see 5.1 Awareness) that work by revealing and addressing 
the underlying ‘logic’ of those biased narratives. Although 
counternarratives are generally used in a violent radicalisation 
context,186 they are notable for prejudice and vilification because 
of the links between narratives and biased stereotypes.

Some counternarrative approaches can shift how someone perceives 
threats, favours members of their ingroup and is hostile to outgroup members. 
A 2020 systematic review found that the most effective counternarrative approach 
involved challenging a dominant narrative with representations or examples that 
went against outgroup stereotypes. Other promising approaches involved the 
presentation of both the dominant narrative and an alternative, and an individual 
creating their own counterarguments.187

5.6.7  Inoculation against misinformation
Misinformation and disinformation are difficult to challenge and 
correct. There is continuing and increasing research into how to 
counter misinformation’s influence effectively.188 Evidence to date 
supports inoculation as a way to reduce misinformation’s 
influence by:
	� warning people that they will be exposed to challenging content 

– this allows people to be ready to think more critically about the 
information they are seeing and have their guard up against 
misinformation

	� ‘prebunking’ through pre-emptively correcting a false claim with 
counterarguments or explaining manipulation techniques or questionable 
sources.189

A 2010 meta-analysis of inoculation demonstrated its effectiveness as an intervention 
and found that resistance to misinformation could generalise to new arguments 
encountered by participants.190 Research into inoculation supports its effectiveness, 
including in countering extremist propaganda.191 Most notably, a 2021 randomised 
trial in the context of Islamophobic and radical Islamist disinformation showed that 
inoculation reduced participants’ likelihood to share content, feelings of anger and 
agreement with the content.192
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5.6.8  System- and industry-level interventions
While this report focuses on prevention approaches aimed 
at shifting individual attitudes and behaviours, there are 
interventions at the system or industry levels that are worth 
noting.

Strengthened national regulation
Community members, experts and researchers have called for 
stronger regulation, standards and enforcement from national 
authorities to prevent and respond to prejudice and vilification in 
mass media and online media.193 Strengthened national regulation of social media 
and mass media is not explored further here, as this report focuses on prevention 
approaches that could generally be implemented at a state level. 

Content moderation
Content moderation is when an online platform or community representative, 
moderator, administrator or bot responds to hate content by removing, editing or 
filtering the content. While content moderation and counterspeech are related, 
they are different: counterspeech involves others responding to offensive content, 
whereas content moderation involves others deleting or editing the content (see 
5.6.5 Prevention through response). In some instances, content moderation can 
lead to action against and consequences for the user who created the content.

There is little research establishing the effectiveness of content moderation in 
preventing future hate content. Initial research into the effectiveness of hate 
speech content moderation on Twitter indicates that it might not deter perpetrators 
from continuing to engage on the platform.194 There is also initial evidence that 
explaining a hate speech content moderation decision can help with the perceived 
trustworthiness of the decision.195

Further research is needed to establish the effectiveness of content moderation. This 
is particularly true considering recent research linking exposure to hate speech with 
desensitisation, dehumanisation and increased prejudice, potentially supporting the 
importance of removing content (see 4.6 Exposure to hate). Public authorities that 
moderate content (for example, on government social media pages) should consider 
how this may engage and limit the right under the Charter to freedom of expression, 
such as measures to prevent harm.196 Under the Charter, rights can be limited where 
this is demonstrably justified, such as with measures to prevent harm.197 
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Legal and regulatory deterrents
The existence of laws and regulations – including civil penalties, criminal offences, 
context-specific policies and regulatory schemes – may deter potential perpetrators 
from vilifying. However, it is difficult to confidently establish a causal link between 
the existence of a deterrent (like a state law) and individual behaviour when there are 
many other possible influences present.198

There is mixed evidence on deterrents as a way to prevent vilification. A 2021 study 
found evidence of a causal relationship between Germany’s online hate speech 
laws and decreases in the volume of hate content and the intensity of religion- or 
migration-related hate content.199 Using different data sources and methods, a 2015 
study of Australian hate speech laws heard from community participants that the 
laws had not anecdotally led to decreased hate content, although the participants 
still supported the existence of the laws.200

This does not detract from the importance of legal and regulatory deterrents in 
terms of signalling what is acceptable by governments and communities,201 enabling 
enforcement and providing remedies,202 encouraging civility203 and helping people 
feel safer in certain environments or on certain platforms.204 Legal and regulatory 
deterrents can also encourage or require other deterrents (for example, by requiring 
organisations or online platforms to develop or strengthen their own deterrents).

Concern about a chilling effect

While concern is sometimes raised that anti-vilification laws might have a chilling 
effect on legitimate non-vilifying speech, no evidence appears to support this.205 
Notably, Germany’s online hate speech law appeared to reduce the hate intensity 
only in religion- and migration-related tweets and not in other tweets – suggesting 
the law was not affecting other content from the same users.206 Anti-vilification laws 
may engage and limit the right under the Charter to freedom of expression.207 Under 
the Charter, lawmakers need to ensure that where rights are limited, those limitations 
are demonstrably justified.208

Enforcement of deterrents

Societal deterrents can be enabled through the (actual or possible) presence 
or oversight of others who may disapprove, intervene or enforce law, policy or 
regulation. In offline settings, this could be friends, strangers or law enforcement 
officers. Online, this could be moderators or other users, including on platforms that 
require non-anonymity. A 2013 study into young adults and online aggression found 
a relationship between a young adult’s confidence in not getting caught and whether 
they engaged in aggressive online behaviour.209

The Commission has heard a range of views from First Peoples, racialised and 
marginalised religious Victorians about the presence of law enforcement officers. 
While some do feel safer with their presence, others have reported feeling 
uncomfortable and unsafe around law enforcement officers for a range of historical 
and current reasons. This does not detract from community support for the existence 
and enforcement of vilification laws.
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6.	 Case studies

To illustrate how prevention approaches 
can work, this section presents a series 
of case studies from real-world settings. 
The case studies are drawn from published 
peer‑reviewed academic papers to 
demonstrate some of the prevention 
approaches discussed in the report, 
either by themselves or in combination. 
We have aimed to select examples which 
are accessible, practical and potentially 
applicable to the Victorian context.
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6.1  Using online contact to reduce prejudice
COUNTRY YEAR PARTICIPANTS PREVENTION APPROACHES USED

Australia 2015 Muslim and Christian 
high school students  

5.1 Awareness

 
5.2 Categorisation

 
5.3 Contact

 
5.6.3 School-based interventions

A 2015 Australian real-world experiment investigated how the internet can improve 
intergroup relations.210 Researchers looked at how emotions expressed during 
online intergroup contact might predict a reduction in intergroup bias between 
102 Muslim and 102 Christian high school students aged around 12 years. Students 
in participating classes were allocated to one of 2 conditions:
	� a Dual Identity Electronic Contact (DIEC) program integrating interfaith 

information (see 5.1 Awareness), dual identity categorisation (see 
5.2 Categorisation) and intergroup contact between Christian and 
Muslim students (see 5.3 Contact)

	� a control group program involving only within-faith information and ingroup 
contact (that is, Christian students with Christian students, Muslim students 
with Muslim students).

During the 8-week DIEC program, Muslim and Christian students formed online 
groups and communicated with each other via a specially designed internet chat 
room. They discussed a social issue that was equally important to both groups: 
an environmentally sustainable Australia. 

The DIEC program was designed to meet the 4 optimal conditions for successful 
intergroup contact (see 5.3 Contact) and encourage participants to adopt dual 
identity recategorisation (see 5.2 Categorisation). This involved simultaneously 
activating both their existing subgroup identity (in this case, as Christian or Muslim) 
and a new superordinate identity as pro-environment Australians. This meant they 
incorporated their respective religious beliefs and practices while working together 
towards the common goal of environmental sustainability.

Students completed a measure of intergroup bias 6 months before the intervention 
and then again at 2 weeks, 6 months and 12 months after the program. Online text 
exchanges between students were also analysed by examining the extent to which 
they used words reflecting 6 emotion categories – emotionality in general, positive 
emotions, negative emotions, anger, anxiety and sadness – negating the need for 
self-reported data.
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The study found that compared to the control group, the DIEC program:
	� increased participants’ emotion-sharing in general (affect words) and their 

use of positive emotion words
	� decreased their use of anger and sadness
	� marginally decreased their use of negative emotion words.

The DIEC program participants also had significantly lower intergroup bias across 
all post-intervention time periods. This was positively associated with reduced anger 
and sadness.

This study is part of a body of research that demonstrates the value of intergroup 
contact helping improve intergroup relations. The study also provides some evidence 
that internet-based interactions can, like in-person interactions, play a role in 
prejudice reduction in adolescents that is sustained for up to 12 months.

6.2  Counterspeech on social media

6.2.1  Organised counterspeech

PLATFORM YEAR PARTICIPANTS PREVENTION APPROACHES USED

Twitter 
(Germany)

2015–
2018

An organised hate 
group

An organised counter-
hate group

Twitter users

 
5.6.5 Prevention through response

A 4-year longitudinal study from 2015 to 2018 analysed 131,366 political 
conversations on German Twitter.211 These conversations involved 2 organised 
groups: a far-right hate group formed in 2016 (Reconquista Germanica, or RG) and a 
counter-hate group formed in early 2018 (Reconquista Internet, or RI). Drawing from 
theories on bullying and social norms, the authors hypothesised that RI’s organised 
counterspeech (see 5.6.5 Prevention through response) would be more effective in 
reducing prevalence of hate speech than would counterspeech from non-organised 
individuals.

The analysis found that when RI became active, there was a more balanced presence 
of both hate and counterspeech. RI’s organised counterspeech was more effective 
than individual efforts in steering the tone of conversations. This was mostly by:
	� providing more (and organised) support to counterspeech tweets
	� guiding neutral discussions towards counterspeech.

The authors suggested that, as in traditional bullying settings, providing support to 
peers can motivate people to oppose hate speech and defend those targeted by it. 
They concluded that organised counterspeech can positively alter online discussions 
and may help curb hateful speech.
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6.2.2  Use of empathy

PLATFORM YEAR PARTICIPANTS PREVENTION APPROACHES USED

Twitter 2020–
2021

Twitter users
 
5.6.5 Prevention through response

A real-world experiment conducted from 2020 to 2021 among 1,350 Twitter users 
tested different types of counterspeech.212 It classified a sample of tweets as 
containing xenophobic (or racist) hate speech and randomly assigned them to 
either a control group or one of 3 response tweet interventions:
	� counterspeech intended to induce empathy and humanise the person targeted 

(for example, ‘For African Americans, it really hurts to see people use language 
like this’)

	� counterspeech that warned of potential consequences (for example, ‘Hey, 
remember that your friends and family can see this tweet too’)

	� humour- or meme-based counterspeech (for example, a humorous meme of 
an animal captioned with ‘It’s time to stop tweeting’).

The response tweets were publicly visible, generated by a human-controlled bot 
account and sent within 24 hours of the original tweet.

Analysis indicated that empathy-based counterspeech was the only intervention to 
have any effect. When the authors converted the data to tweets, it was reported that, 
in the 4-week experimental period, users receiving the empathy treatment sent (on 
average) 1.3 fewer xenophobic tweets and were 8.4% more likely to delete the original 
tweet. 

6.2.3  Trusted community organisations

PLATFORM YEAR PARTICIPANTS PREVENTION APPROACHES USED

Twitter 2015–
2016

Jewish community 
organisations

Antisemitic Twitter 
users

Twitter users

 
5.6.5 Prevention through response

A UK cross-sectional study on antisemitism on Twitter collected tweets over a 
one-year period between 2015 and 2016.213 It tested several hypotheses, including 
whether users who were perceived as trustworthy and capable (in this case, 
Jewish community organisations) were associated with:
	� more retweets of their content
	� a longer ‘survival’ period of retweets (the length of time between the first and 

last retweet of each piece of their content within the study’s data collection 
period).
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A 2022 study evaluated the short-term effects of a hate speech prevention program 
known as HateLess Together against Hatred.214 It looked at adolescents’ empathy 
towards targets of hate speech, their self-efficacy in dealing with hate speech 
incidents and their engagement in counterspeech.

The HateLess program aimed to prevent hate speech perpetration and victimisation 
among adolescents and to equip them with skills to stand up against hate speech 
among their peers. The program comprised 5 modules delivered by teachers (not 
external trainers) over one week, combining activities on individual, classroom and 
school levels. The modules broadly covered:
	� understanding hate speech and the differences between hate speech and the 

rights to freedom of opinion and expression (see 5.1 Awareness)
	� causes and motivators of hate speech, including social norms and potential 

digital amplifiers of hate speech, such as misinformation (see 5.1 Awareness 
and 5.6.7 Inoculation against misinformation)

	� empathy-building through methods that included perspective-taking (see 
5.5 Perspective-taking)

	� effective individual coping strategies to deal with hate speech victimisation
	� how to intervene in hate speech and support targeted classmates, including 

expressing criticism without hurting the feelings of others (see 5.6.4 Social 
norms and 5.6.5 Prevention through response)

	� sharing what was learned with others in the school community.

6.3  Preventing hate speech among adolescents
COUNTRY YEAR PARTICIPANTS PREVENTION APPROACHES USED

Germany 2022 High school students
 
5.1 Awareness

 
5.5 Perspective-taking

 
5.6.3 School-based interventions

 
5.6.4 Social norms

 
5.6.5 Prevention through response

 
5.6.7 Inoculation against misinformation 

The study’s findings indicated that there were significantly more retweets and longer 
survival periods for content from Jewish organisations than from antisemitic users. 
The authors suggested that this supports:
	� the ability of positive content to challenge hate speech – as there is a higher 

volume of positive content, and it spreads further and survives longer
	� the value of trusted community organisations on social media in increasing 

collective efficacy against hate
	� the role of trusted community organisations in countering vilification.
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To examine the effects of the HateLess program, the study recruited 820 German 
school children aged 12 to 16 years. Students were assigned to either an intervention 
group, which participated in the HateLess program, or a control group, which did 
not receive any program.

The study used self-report measures at 2 time periods: 1 week before the program 
and 1 month after. Students self-reported their empathy for victims of hate speech, 
self-efficacy towards intervening in hate speech and engagement in counterspeech.

Results indicated that in the short term, compared with adolescents in the control 
group, adolescents who received the HateLess intervention self-reported:
	� feeling higher levels of empathy for victims of hate speech
	� feeling more self-efficacious towards intervening
	� countering hate speech more often.

The authors concluded that the program was an effective and cost-efficient way 
to strengthen adolescents’ use of counterspeech and indirectly train them in key 
civics skills. They noted that follow-up data would be required to see if the changes 
persisted over the longer term and that changes could be verified from sources other 
than self-reports. They also called for further research to identify the characteristics 
of non-responders in order to improve future programs.
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7.		Where to from here

Effective prevention strategies combine an 
understanding of the evidence on drivers 
and prevention with best practice principles. 
This section explores opportunities for this 
in practice in Victoria.
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There is no known formula of drivers that would produce or prevent prejudice 
or vilification. However, there are key drivers that increase their likelihood:
	� influences of family, friends and society – through opinions, behaviours and 

norms (see 4.2 When prejudice starts)
	� feelings of anxiety or perceived threat from other groups (see 4.3 Feelings 

of threat)
	� negative stereotypes and narratives, particularly when spread by and through 

the media following trigger events (see 4.4 Media narratives and trigger events)
	� normalisation of and desensitisation to prejudice, discrimination and hate 

(see 4.5 When prejudice becomes hate)
	� repeated exposure to hate, which can lead to desensitisation, dehumanisation, 

limited ability to empathise, and potential perpetration (see 4.6 Exposure to 
hate)

	� the roles of online spaces and communities – some of which bond over hate, 
use platforms to recruit and grow, and spread and normalise hate (see 4.7 Online 
hate communities).

These drivers are important considerations when designing prevention strategies. 
Each prevention approach explored in this report targets different drivers in different 
ways. The evidence supports several promising and important approaches to 
preventing prejudice and vilification, in particular:
	� intergroup contact (see 5.3 Contact)
	� dual identity recategorisation (see 5.2 Categorisation)
	� perspective-taking through conversation (see 5.5 Perspective-taking)
	� empathy-based counterspeech (see 5.6.5 Prevention through response)
	� inoculation against misinformation (see 5.6.7 Inoculation against 

misinformation).

There are opportunities to bring these approaches together into prevention 
strategies in Victoria, using best practice principles to give them a greater chance 
of success and lasting impact (see 3 Best practice principles):
1.	 identifying evidence-based change mechanisms and outcomes
2.	 tailoring strategies to the context they will be delivered in
3.	 considering scalability when selecting approaches
4.	 engaging with the evidence to learn from past lessons and limitations
5.	 using community-centred and -led design approaches where possible
6.	 integrating a behavioural insights lens
7.	 setting up rigorous outcome-focused monitoring and evaluation early
8.	 trialling strategies to test for intended, unintended and undesired outcomes
9.	 sharing knowledge and lessons learned to help build publicly available 

knowledge.

Several promising prevention approaches outlined in this report could have roles to 
play in Victoria’s prevention strategies across different settings. These opportunities 
would require careful design, pilot testing, monitoring and evaluation that were 
context-specific, locale-specific and behaviourally informed. They would also require 
consideration of risks and limitations (for example, Charter rights, cultural load, 
unintended negative consequences).
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The following table presents some example opportunities that could be refined 
through a full design and testing process.

Setting Potential opportunity Relevant report sections

Educational 
institutions, 
including 
schools and 
universities

An ongoing statewide multiple-
approach program that could 
integrate:

	� an awareness-based education 
component that also encouraged 
anti-prejudice norms and 
behaviours, including empathy-
based responses to hate

	� dual identity recategorisation 
through intergroup contact 
exercises or workshops

	� perspective-taking narrative 
exchanges through interactive 
activities

	� techniques that reduced the spread 
and impact of misinformation.

The possibility of a template version 
of this program could be explored 
where, following pilot testing, it could 
be adapted to the local community, 
educational institution or and 
classroom context.

Self-assessment tools could 
complement the template program 
and this report to allow individual 
educational institutions to develop 
tailored action plans.

Prevention approaches

	
5.1 Awareness

	
5.2 Categorisation

	
5.3 Contact

	
5.5 Perspective-taking

	
5.6.3 School-based interventions

	
5.6.4 Social norms

	
5.6.5 Prevention through response

	
5.6.7 Inoculation against 
misinformation

Case studies

6.1 Using online contact to reduce 
prejudice

6.2.2 Use of empathy

6.3 Preventing hate speech among 
adolescents

Media 
campaigns

An ongoing statewide campaign 
across multiple channels that could:

	� responsibly increase awareness of 
prejudice and hate (by avoiding 
pitfalls of past media campaigns)

	� promote counter-stereotypical 
narratives

	� encourage anti-prejudice norms 
and behaviours

	� be rapidly and responsively 
ramped up or targeted to specific 
regions or contexts as required

	� contribute to inoculation against 
misinformation.

The possibility of a template version 
of this campaign could be explored 
where, following pilot testing, it 
could be adapted to particular 
communities, regions or trigger 
events.

Prevention approaches

	
5.1 Awareness

	
5.6.2 Early disruption of 
patterns of hate

	
5.6.4 Social norms

	
5.6.5 Prevention through response

	
5.6.6 Counternarratives

	
5.6.7 Inoculation against 
misinformation
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Setting Potential opportunity Relevant report sections

Various, 
including 
community 
centres, events, 
schools and 
universities, 
and workplaces

A conversation-based program that 
could integrate:

	� perspective-taking narrative 
exchanges

	� indirect intergroup contact 
elements

	� counternarrative-style techniques

	� inoculation against misinformation.

Prevention approaches

	
5.3 Contact

	
5.5 Perspective-taking

	
5.6.6 Counternarratives

	
5.6.7 Inoculation against 
misinformation

Various, 
including media, 
online spaces, 
and schools and 
universities

A large-scale initiative to reduce 
exposure to (and the impact of) hate 
and harmful narratives through:

	� inoculation and counternarrative 
techniques adapted for larger 
scales

	� coordinated national approaches 
to regulation and content 
moderation

	� supports and services equipped 
to identify individuals at risk and 
address underlying needs

	� supports and services that provide 
engaging and attractive alternative 
spaces to hate communities.

Prevention approaches

	
5.6.1 Early intervention for 
individuals at risk

	
5.6.6 Counternarratives

	
5.6.7 Inoculation against 
misinformation

	
5.6.8 System- and industry-level 
interventions
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