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ABSTRACT. The personal/group discrimination discrepancy involves disadvantaged
group members rating discrimination directed at their group considerably higher than rat-
ings of discrimination aimed at themselves personally as members of that group. This
robust phenomenon has been found in samples of women, African Americans, and abo-
riginal people. In the present study, the authors used a sample of Inuit from a remote Arc-
tic community to confirm the perceived discrepancy. However, ratings for perceived group
discrimination were surprisingly low. The authors argue that geographical isolation may
have led Inuit to be unaware of the impact of discrimination on their lives. In support of
this argument, findings showed that group discrimination ratings were higher for Inuit
who did have contact with mainstream Canadian culture. Implications for the traditional
contact hypothesis are discussed.
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THERE HAS BEEN A GROWING INTEREST in the perceptions of discrimi-
nation from the point of view of the victim (Crocker & Major, 1989; Ruggiero &
Taylor, 1995). One important finding to emerge is that disadvantaged group
members respond quite differently to questions about discrimination directed at
the group as opposed to such questions posed on the personal level. Consistent-
ly, ratings of group discrimination have been higher than ratings of personal dis-
crimination—a phenomenon that has been labeled the personal/group discrimi-
nation discrepancy (Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 1990).
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The personal/group discrimination discrepancy has proven to be extremely
robust. The phenomenon has been reported for women, and for a wide range of
linguistic, religious, and racial minority groups, including Anglophones and
Francophones, Jewish Montrealers, and inner city African Americans (see Tay-
lor, Wright, & Porter, 1993). The perceived discrepancy between personal and
group discrimination arises not only among groups whose members perceive
high levels of discrimination (African Americans, Haitian women) but also
among those who perceive lower levels of discrimination (women in general).

The Personal/Group Discrimination Discrepancy in an Inuit Sample

In addition to these minority groups mentioned, Taylor et al. (1993) report-
ed unexpected results for a sample of Inuit from Arctic Quebec. Inuit ratings for
personal discrimination were unremarkable; that is, they were low, as were those
for Anglophones, Francophones, and African Americans. What was remarkable,
however, were the comparatively low ratings for group discrimination, compared
with the group ratings made by Anglophones, Francophones, and African Amer-
icans. The relatively low group-discrimination ratings for the Inuit sample were
surprising not only because they are so different from the conventional pattern of
findings for other disadvantaged groups but also because they belie the reality of
the discrimination that the Inuit have confronted over the last century. 

This reality of discrimination includes a history of institutional and inter-
personal racism, especially in areas of employment, housing, and relations with
public authorities (Cornell, 1988). Furthermore, inadequate jobs perpetuate
extreme poverty in a context of poor social services and education. Frideres
(1988) discussed the impact of the Canadian schooling systems in which provin-
cial schools minimized contact with parents and community role models. Frid-
eres also documented how aboriginal children at provincial schools, including
those in Quebec, faced considerable discrimination by teachers. The short-term
consequences have included dramatically lower grades, extremely high dropout
rates, and in many cases the obliteration of heritage language. 

A further illustration of discrimination experienced in Canadian native com-
munities is the extremely high incidence of sexual abuse, estimated to be as a
high as 80% (Nechi Institute, The Four Worlds Development Project, 1988).
Finally, most Inuit and other Native communities have had to face the total
destruction of their social fabric through forced relocation and social reorganiza-
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tion. Indeed, the relationship between mainstream Canadian and Native people,
including the Inuit, has frequently been described as a classic case of internal
colonialism (Frideres, 1988; Taylor, 1997). The relatively low group-discrimina-
tion ratings are therefore unexpected because one may assume that a group that
has experienced such an objectively obvious disadvantage would report high lev-
els of discrimination, especially at the group level.

One feature that makes the Inuit unique from the variety of other groups that
have been investigated is their very limited access to mainstream North Ameri-
can culture. The Inuit are extremely isolated. The community that is the focus of
the present study is one of 14 Inuit settlements located in Arctic Quebec that,
until the 1950s, had little or no contact with mainstream Canadian society (Tay-
lor & Wright, 1989). Although they are exposed to mainstream Canadian society
through television, the geographical isolation of the community makes it one of
the very few in North America that is relatively insulated from outside influ-
ences. Today, access to the community is still available only by ship or air.

Contact and Perceptions of Discrimination

The relatively low reports of group discrimination by Inuit respondents are
challenging because they are at odds with the predictions proposed by the tradi-
tional contact hypothesis—that interaction under certain conditions between indi-
viduals belonging to different ethnic groups reduces prejudice and intergroup ten-
sion (for a review, see Hewstone & Brown, 1986). Contact theory has traditionally
focused on perpetrators of discrimination, emphasizing how intergroup contact
facilitates a decrease in prejudice. In the present study, we examined the conse-
quences of contact from the viewpoint of the victim rather than the perpetrator.
That is, we focused on the experiences of the Inuit, not on the mainstream North
Americans with whom they are in contact. It has always been assumed that contact
between mainstream North Americans and Inuit will lead to more favorable views
of the outgroup and less intergroup hostility for both perpetrators and victims.

According to traditional contact theory, it is contact, not isolation, that is
usually associated with lower levels of intergroup hostility. Reduction of nega-
tive intergroup attitudes are thought to be achieved when certain prerequisite
conditions, such as cooperative contact and status equality between groups, are
respected (see Stephan, 1987). Stephan and Stephan (1984, 1985) proposed that
these features contribute to the elimination of ignorance about outgroup mem-
bers and consequently to reduced feelings of intergroup anxiety. This in turn,
leads to more accurate, less polarized, and more favorable views of the outgroup.

Given the isolation faced by the Inuit community, the “elimination of igno-
rance” argument suggested by Stephan and Stephan (1984) has not been possi-
ble, at least in terms of face-to-face contact. One would, therefore, expect Inuit
to rate their experience of discrimination as relatively high, especially consider-
ing their historical encounters with mainstream White society. The unexpected
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finding of relatively low levels of perceived group discrimination in spite of
objectively high levels of real discrimination, coupled with a lack of outgroup
contact, therefore presents a dilemma for traditional contact theory.

It is our argument that the level of contact between the Inuit in Arctic Que-
bec and mainstream Canadian society may be so low as to lessen their awareness
of systemic discrimination. This lack of awareness, then, is a possible explana-
tion for the unconventional lower ratings of perceived group discrimination.
Conversely, those few Inuit who have had contact with mainstream Canadian
society should have a greater political awareness of the disadvantages that the
Inuit face. Indeed, Inuit experiences of discrimination are reported to be elevat-
ed among those who have had contact with mainstream culture (Cornell, 1988).
Furthermore, contact with mainstream culture is associated with adversity,
including difficulty with adjustment and higher suicide rates (Kirmayer, 1994).
In the present study, we expected that those Inuit who have had contact with
mainstream culture would have higher group discrimination ratings than the
majority of Inuit who have not had such contact. 

The geographical isolation of the Inuit in Arctic Quebec provides a unique
opportunity to investigate the effects of discrimination at a group level and the
awareness of this discrimination for those who have had some direct contact with
mainstream culture relative to those who have not. One of the advantages of the
geographical isolation of this community, coupled with its small size, is that it
ensures a homogeneous sample in terms of socioeconomic status, neighborhood,
and cultural history (Wright, Taylor, & Macarthur, 2000).

In the present study, we investigated the hypothesis that contact with main-
stream Canadian society may be associated with comparatively higher ratings of
group discrimination. To test this hypothesis, we compared a subset of the Inuit
population who have lived in mainstream society for a certain period of time with
those who have never lived outside their isolated community. We also compared
a subset of Inuit who work within the community but outside the home and who
would encounter White superiors and co-workers with those who have less con-
tact with the White community because they pursue a more traditional Inuit
lifestyle centered around the home and land. We assumed that having a formal
job in the community—such as working in a bank, a governmental organization,
or a school—takes place in a context in which interactions and contact with
mainstream society are a necessity. In contrast, working on the land or at home
insulates an Inuit from interactions with mainstream society.

Method

Participants

We conducted the study in the largest of the remote Inuit communities locat-
ed in the Arctic region known as Nunavik (Taylor & Wright, 1989). Only those
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Inuit who were aged 14 or older and had parents who were both Inuit were
included in the sample. The final sample comprised 191 Inuit of whom 97 were
men and 94 were women. We then divided the sample according to whether they
had lived in the Inuit community all their lives, which was the case for the vast
majority (n = 161), or had lived outside of their community for any amount of
time (n = 15). We also divided the sample according to those who did not work
outside the home at all (n = 74) and those who did work outside of the home,
either full time or part time (n = 98). Finally we deleted a portion of the sample
because of missing data so that the final sample was fewer than 191 individuals. 

We used two criteria to determine contact with mainstream Canadian cul-
ture. First, we compared respondents who had lived within an isolated Inuit com-
munity all their lives with those who had spent at least 6 months in a mainstream
Canadian community or city. Data were gathered using two questions: “How
long have you lived up North?” and “During your lifetime, how long have you
lived in the South?” We compared respondents who endorsed the category all my
life, referring to how long they had lived in the North, with those respondents
who endorsed the category that they had lived in the South more than 6 months
and less than 2 years. 

Second, we compared respondents who had worked only at home with those
who had worked outside the home either full time (8 hr per day) or part time
(fewer than 8 hr per day). We obtained this information using a categorical ques-
tion that asked respondents “Do you work outside of your home, in the commu-
nity of Kuujjuaq?” The three response options were full time (8 hr per day), part
time (fewer than 8 hr per day), and not at all. To test whether working outside the
home was associated with contact, respondents were asked how much time they
spent with English-speaking Canadians when working outside the home.

Procedure

We distributed questionnaires with complete written instructions to every
Inuit resident in the community. The research instrument was prepared initially
in English, then back translated into Inuktitut and French. The instructions were
repeated in the three languages over the FM radio station serving the communi-
ty. Trained interviewers were made available to answer questions or offer help in
completing the questionnaires. All questionnaires were completed within 2
weeks. For the purpose of the present study, only the data belonging to those who
identified themselves and their heritage mother and father as Inuit were included
in the analyses.

Materials

The items used were extracted from a larger study (Taylor & Wright, 1989)
and were designed to obtain ratings of personal and group discrimination. The
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items resembled those used in other studies (Taylor et al., 1993) measuring group
and personal discrimination. We asked specific questions:

1. In your opinion, is there discrimination against you personally because of
the ethnic group you belong to?

2. In your opinion, is there discrimination against your ethnic group? 

Respondents answered using an 11 point Likert-type scale in which 0 indi-
cated that discrimination occurred not at all, 5 indicated that discrimination
occurred somewhat, and 10 indicated that discrimination occurred very much.

Results

To investigate whether contact with mainstream Canadian culture affects
perceived discrimination, we performed two separate 2 × 2 analyses of variance
(ANOVAs) with one repeated measure.

Contact Outside the Community

No significant gender effects emerged, and therefore we collapsed all vari-
ables in subsequent analyses across gender, F(1, 169) = .62, p > .05. A 2 (have
lived outside community or lived only inside community) × 2 (discrimination:
personal or group) mixed model ANOVA with the second factor as the repeated
measure revealed a significant main effect for the within-group factor, indicating
higher levels of group discrimination than personal discrimination, F(1, 174) =
18.37, p < .001, η2 = .10. A significant main effect for the between-groups fac-
tor indicated that those who had lived in the North all their lives perceived less
discrimination than those who had lived outside of the community, F(1, 174) =
5.18, p < .05, η2 = .03. 

A marginally significant interaction effect indicated that individuals who
had lived in their remote community all their lives perceived less group discrim-
ination (M = 4.17) than those who had lived outside their community for more
than 6 months and less than 2 years (M = 6.47), F(1, 174) = 3.84, p = .05, η2 =
.02. The interaction is presented in Figure 1. Post hoc tests revealed that living
outside the community had no significant effect on perceptions of personal dis-
crimination (p > .05) but that it did lead to the perception of more group dis-
crimination (p < .05).

Contact Within the Community: Working In or Outside the Home

To test the assumption that working outside the home is associated with
increased contact with mainstream Canadians, we performed a one-way
ANOVA. Individuals who worked in their homes (M = 3.84) spent less time with
English-speaking Canadians than those who did not work in their homes (M =
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4.63), F(1, 176) = 3.98, p < .05, η2 = .02. Inuit who worked in the home did not
have as much direct contact with English-speaking Canadians as those who
worked out of the home.

There were no significant gender effects and therefore we collapsed all vari-
ables over this variable in subsequent analyses, F(1, 165) = .24, p > .05. We used
a 2 (work outside the home or work only in the home) × 2 (discrimination: per-
sonal or group) mixed model ANOVA with the second factor as the repeated
measure to test the effect of contact. The analysis revealed a significant main

Poore et al. 377

No contact outside
of community

Contact outside of
community

n Personal discrimination
o Group discrimination

M
ea

n 
ra

tin
g 

of
 d

is
cr

im
in

at
io

n
7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

FIGURE 1. Mean ratings of perceived discrimination (contact outside of com-
munity vs. contact within community).



effect for the within-group factor with higher ratings of group discrimination
than personal discrimination, F(1, 170) = 21,12, p < .001, η2 = .11.

A significant interaction effect revealed that individuals who worked in their
homes (M = 4.08) perceived less group discrimination than individuals who
worked outside their homes full time or part time (M = 4.52), F(1, 170) = 3.93, p <
.05, η2 = .02. The interaction is presented in Figure 2. Post hoc tests indicated
that working outside the home had no significant effect on perceptions of per-
sonal discrimination (p > .05) but that it did lead to the perception of more group
discrimination (p < .05).
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Discussion

We investigated the effects of contact on perceptions of personal and group
discrimination in a remote Inuit village. Contact with mainstream North Ameri-
can culture was operationalized in terms of two factors. The first factor explained
the effects of exposure to the dominant culture as a result of living for some peri-
od of time in a Canadian city or community. The second factor was based on the
assumption and a formal analysis confirming the assumption that those Inuit who
worked outside the home rather than in the home would have the opportunity to
meet colleagues and superiors from the dominant culture.

The results indicated that Inuit who had contact with mainstream Canadian
society perceived more group discrimination than Inuit who did not have such
contact. However, this perception of increased discrimination was only at the
group level, not at the personal level. Conversely, Inuit who had not had direct
contact with mainstream society perceived comparatively low levels of discrim-
ination directed at their group, although their ratings of personal discrimination
were similar to findings by Taylor et al. (1993) that involved samples of Anglo-
phone, Francophone, and African Americans.

The effect of isolation may explain the results. The isolation of community
members from mainstream society makes it difficult to recognize systemic dis-
crimination, first, because systemic discrimination is ongoing and is not a single
dramatic event. Second, recognition may be difficult because it is not open face-
to-face discrimination but instead takes on less visible forms. It is only those who
have had contact with mainstream society, through working outside the home or
living away from their community who become aware of the lack of opportuni-
ty that their group endures relative to higher status groups.

A third possibility evokes the relative deprivation theory, specifically, group-
level relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966). That is, in order to perceive depri-
vation, individuals need a comparison. Those with contact would be prompted to
make comparisons with better-off groups and therefore perceive relative depri-
vation and recognize discrimination. Those without contact may not be able to
make comparisons and therefore would not feel relative deprivation. Thus Inuit
who have contact with mainstream society may perceive that advantaged groups,
and possibly even other minority groups, are better off than they are and believe
this to be the result of discrimination.

The finding that increased contact between Canadian and Inuit cultures
results in increased awareness of discrimination on the part of Inuit is contrary
to the basic tenet of contact theory, which asserts that greater contact facilitates
positive intergroup perceptions (Hewstone & Brown, 1986). Researchers have
suggested various criteria as necessary for intergroup contact to facilitate more
positive perceptions and relations, however, and it is likely that social factors—
status inequality, group wealth disparity, political power, and a rigid majority/
minority—may hinder positive contact experiences between Inuit and main-
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stream society. It is plausible that these factors are not apparent to those who
have been isolated and therefore do not have the expected negative impact on
the perceived intergroup relationship. However, those who have come to realize
that these factors are present would then perceive the relationship in more neg-
ative terms, the result of which would be enhanced perception of discrimination
directed at their group.

The present interpretation, if confirmed, suggests an additional qualification
to the contact hypothesis. That is, where contact is minimal, paradoxical positive
intergroup attitudes are maintained not through positive experience but through
a lack of awareness regarding systemic discrimination directed at the disadvan-
taged group. 

The finding that low levels of contact results in comparatively low perceived
group discrimination lends theoretical support to the two-factor theory that has
been proposed as underlying the personal/group discrimination discrepancy
(Taylor, Ruggiero, & Louis, 1996). According to Taylor et al. (1996), minority
group members tend to minimize their personal experiences with discrimination
on the one hand, while on the other hand, they evoke broadly based stereotypes
when they focus on discrimination at a group level. 

Ratings of group discrimination are believed to involve the activation of a
shared stereotype about societal discrimination against one’s own group. The iso-
lation and reduced contact with mainstream society experienced by the Inuit may
well limit the formation of a group-based stereotype regarding discrimination
against them. Thus the “auto-stereotype”—the consensus among members of a
group about the manner in which their own group is being treated (Taylor et al.,
1996)—is affected by how much awareness the Inuit have regarding past and pre-
sent discrimination against them. Awareness, in turn, differs according to
whether Inuit group members have had the opportunity to live in mainstream
society and work outside the home. 

Current literature in cognition, especially in intergroup research, focuses
largely on its functional aspects. It would be functional for Inuit who have com-
merce in an urban setting to form stereotypes of other groups. And how one’s
group is treated by another group would aid in defining the structure for interac-
tions and expectations regarding how the advantaged groups may respond. In the
broader environment, such autostereotypes may be useful in the construction of
a social network within which each group would have its role. Inuit interacting
with mainstream society would have a reference point from which to understand
the other. 

For Inuit who are isolated, however, such autostereotypes would not serve
any function because they are less likely to interact with advantaged groups.
Thus, there is a role for future researchers to focus on the functional aspects of
autostereotypes in those from isolated communities who must adjust to the
demands of a mainstream society within which they remain a disadvantaged
minority. 
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A lowered perception of discrimination aimed at one’s own group may not be
limited to the Inuit. The same phenomenon may apply to other minority groups
who live in extremely isolated or rural areas and who have limited contact with
mainstream society. Indeed, groups who are in close proximity to mainstream com-
munities may remain unaware of the discrimination that they confront, not because
of geographical distance but because of social and psychological isolation.
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