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The study investigates majority customers’ behavior within inter-ethnic service encounters. Based on a theoretical framework and a

video-based paradigm from psychological research on inter-ethnic contact situations, the study allows for a better understanding of the

discriminative process within inter-ethnic service encounters and possible ways of reducing it.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Research on prejudiced behavior in services has largely focused 

on discriminative actions committed by majority employees towards 
minority co-workers (e.g. Cortina 2008) or customers (e.g. Crockett, 
Gier, and Williams 2003; Walsh 2009). With few exceptions (Bendick 
2007; Cocchiara and Quick 2004; Etgar and Fuchs 2011; Hekman et 
al. 2010), the investigation of customers’ prejudiced behavior towards 
minority service employees has been largely neglected. These studies 
show that customers’ discriminative behavior towards minority service 
employees has several negative effects on employees’ health and mo-
tivation (Bendick 2007; Cocchiara and Quick 2004). Furthermore, ra-
cial bias negatively affects majority customers’ evaluations of minor-
ity service employees’ performance, the service setting and the overall 
company (Etgar and Fuchs 2011; Hekman et al. 2010).

We based our research on the stress and coping framework by 
Trawalter and colleagues (2009). The framework suggests that behav-
ior within inter-ethnic contact situations, like inter-ethnic service en-
counters, depends on the outcome of the comparison of two appraisal 
processes—situational demands and available (physical, cognitive and 
social) resources. If the relevant resources available are sufficient to 
meet the situational demands, positive behavior will result. If the de-
mands are higher than the resources available, negative or discrimina-
tive behavior will result. As inter-ethnic contact situations are perceived 
as more demanding for the parties involved compared to same-ethnic 
contact (e.g. Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton and Tropp 2008) the stress 
and coping framework predicts that inter-ethnic service encounters are 
likely to be characterized by negative (e.g. discriminative) behavior 
of majority customers towards minority service employees. The stress 
and coping framework further predicts that by increasing relevant (e.g. 
social) resources, negative behavior in situations with higher demands 
like inter-ethnic service encounters can be neutralized. 

METHOd
We employed an experimental video-based paradigm from re-

search on inter-ethnic contact situations (Vorauer and Turpie 2004). 
Videotaped inter-ethnic compared to same-ethnic service interactions 
between majority participants and confederate service employees are 
analyzed by independent raters to test the predictions derived from 
the stress and coping framework. Raters’ codings of participants’ be-
havior served as the dependent variable in the analyses. During the 
interaction participants rated their perception of the social resources 
provided by the employee. 

FIndInGS
The results show that majority participants’ discriminate against 

minority service employees. This supports the first prediction from 
the stress and coping framework. Further, the results indicate that 
majority participants’ discriminative behavior towards a minor-
ity service employee is influenced by the level of social resources, 
provided by the service employee during the inter-ethnic service 
encounter. The results reveal that if majority participants perceive 
the level of relevant resources provided by the minority service em-

ployee as being high, discriminative behavior towards minority ser-
vice employees is neutralized. This finding is in agreement with the 
second prediction from the stress and coping framework.

COnTrIBuTIOnS
Our findings suggest that discrimination toward minority ser-

vice employees in inter-ethnic contact situations is not a forgone con-
clusion. By drawing on the stress and coping framework we provide 
a theoretical basis for discrimination in inter-ethnic contact situations 
which emphasizes the importance of resources; therefore, there is 
scope for influencing the occurrence of discrimination towards mi-
nority service employees. 
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