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Abstract
Intergroup contacts can occur in many different places but are often studied only 
limited to a specific context. This study contributes with data that taps intergroup 
contacts that occur in both the private and the public sphere, using data from a large-
scale survey directed towards individuals nested within 36 different municipalities 
and over 1,250 different neighborhoods with varying levels of visible minorities. 
The results also showed that just using the mere frequency of intergroup contacts 
is not sufficient to understand its association with community trust. Intergroup con-
tacts that occurred in the neighborhood and in civil society organizations had a sta-
tistically significant association with community trust, while intergroup contacts that 
occurred in schools/workplaces and at home did not. The results also indicated that 
the neighborhood context moderated the impact of intergroup contacts. Whether 
contacts generated negative experiences mattered. Negative experiences mattered 
more for community trust especially for those who lived in diverse neighborhoods. 
The results indicated an asymmetry between the importance of positive and negative 
experiences of intergroup contacts for community trust.

Keywords Community trust · Neighborhoods · Intergroup contacts · Contact 
valence · Mixed models · Sweden · Diversity

Introduction

Under what circumstances do intergroup contacts contribute to trust in others in the 
local community? Many West European societies have populations that are increas-
ingly diverse, mainly due to immigration. Concurrently, studies have indicated that 
diversity, especially in the neighborhood context, is correlated with lower levels of 
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first and foremost trust in others within the local community (Dinesen et al., 2020; 
van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014). Community trust is defined as trust in others in the 
geographically bounded local community. Community trust is in itself an important 
collective resource that can explain the willingness to cooperate to solve problems 
within the local community (Wollebæk et al., 2012). Hence, with higher levels of 
community trust, it becomes easier to address problems that occur within the local 
community that require collective action.

Distrust is often argued to be born out of negative stereotyping (Hardin, 2003), 
feelings of threat from other groups (Stolle et  al., 2008) or from intergroup con-
flicts (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014). Intergroup contacts are often suggested to 
dampen levels of hostility and intolerance towards others in diverse communities 
(Dinesen et al., 2020). Intergroup contacts in the present study are defined as having 
some sort of social and/or verbal interaction with someone of a different nation-
ality. Many previous studies have found a positive relationship between intergroup 
contacts and tolerance towards other groups (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). However, 
early on studies of intergroup contacts also included the condition that for intergroup 
contacts to enhance tolerance, they must occur under “optimal conditions,” mean-
ing that the groups should have equal status in a given context and ideally cooper-
ate towards a common goal (Allport, 1954). But, as already specified by Laurence 
et al. (2018), where these intergroup contacts occur may also matter because differ-
ent contexts (e.g., neighborhoods vs. workplaces) may differ considerably in how 
they manage to facilitate positive intergroup relations. Moreover, there may not be 
a perfect correlation between tolerance and trust, as trust could be viewed as further 
reaching in a social relationship. Alternatively, it is possible to tolerate someone and, 
concurrently, be uncertain about whether that person is trustworthy or not (Uslaner, 
2015). It is still debated whether and under what conditions intergroup contacts 
impact trust (Thomsen et al, 2021; Finseraas et al, 2019; Dahl & Abdelzadeh, 2017). 
As meta studies have suggested that community trust is more malleable and sus-
ceptible to neighborhood diversity than generalized trust or outgroup trust (Dinesen 
et al., 2020; van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014), the present study therefore focuses on 
community trust as community trust potentially benefits the most from intergroup 
contacts. Previous studies have also called upon further studies that relate intergroup 
contacts to small geographical units such as neighborhoods (Bentsen, 2021).

Previous studies have often analyzed intergroup contacts that occur in one or two 
different places, thus providing a somewhat limited view of intergroup contacts that 
may occur in  daily life. Therefore, to better reflect intergroup contacts  that occur 
during daily life, we argue that it is necessary to focus on both the private sphere of 
the home and more public spheres such as school/workplaces, civil society organi-
zations, and contacts that occur in neighborhoods. We argue that the sum of these 
contacts may provide a multitude of experiences that to a varying degree are related 
to trust towards others in the local community. 

Against this backdrop, this study contributes with a more holistic understanding 
of under what circumstances intergroup contacts that occur across different spaces 
contribute to community trust. This is done by empirically investigating the role of 
where intergroup contacts occur, the valence of the contacts, and the moderating 
impact that neighborhood diversity may have on community trust. The empirical 
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study is guided by three different research questions: (1) Do intergroup contacts in 
certain places matter more for community trust? (2) To what extent does the valence 
of intergroup contact matter for community trust? (3) Are intergroup contact and 
contact valence more salient for community trust among individuals who reside in 
diverse neighborhoods?

The study used survey data collected in 2017, with over 10,000 individuals nested 
in 36 municipalities and slightly above 1,250 neighborhoods in Sweden. The study 
compared four different places (e.g., the home, workplaces/schools, and neighbor-
hood) in which intergroup contacts occur, thus giving a more holistic view of the 
daily life of respondents. The data were analyzed using mixed models that take into 
account the nested structure of the data set.

Many influential studies on the associations between intergroup contacts and 
community trust have been carried out in countries with a colonial past (e.g., the 
Netherlands or the UK) or in the USA which has a long history of immigration. We 
argue, in line with Hopkins (2010), that results from studies carried out in contexts 
with a different trajectory to diversity cannot automatically be translated into other 
contexts, rather their validity needs to be empirically tested as the political contexts 
at the country level and at  the  local  level may impact intergroup relations. There-
fore, it is important to compare the importance of diversity and intergroup contacts 
within the same country context. The Swedish case offers an interesting empiri-
cal setting as the country has changed from being regarded by external observers 
(Delhey & Newton, 2005) as being religiously and ethnically quite homogeneous to 
becoming more diverse. In 2010, first-generation immigrants comprised about 11% 
of the total population compared to approximately 20% in 2019 (Statistics Sweden, 
2020). A large share of the increase has occurred through influx of refugees (from, 
e.g., Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Iraq, Somalia, and Syria) and family reunifica-
tion of refugees. At the same time, Sweden is a high trust country. Over 60% of 
the population agree with the statement that most people can be trusted (EVS/WVS 
2021). Swedes, according to some cross-national studies, are also more likely to 
include people of different nationalities or religions in their radius of trust (Delhey 
et al., 2011). Testing theories on the importance of intergroup contacts on trust in a 
high trust country like Sweden can therefore be considered a tough empirical test. 
Although studies of intergroup contacts have a relatively long history within social 
sciences, the field of studies that investigate the links between neighborhood diver-
sity, intergroup contacts, and various forms of trust is far from settled (Christ et al., 
2014; Laurence et al., 2019).

In what follows, an overview of the theoretical underpinnings of the study is pre-
sented, and hypotheses are formulated. This is followed by a methodological section. 
Thereafter, the results are presented, followed by a discussion of the conclusions.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

In the classical study by Allport (1954), it was argued that intergroup contact can 
enhance tolerance between groups. Groups that interact face-to-face towards 
a common goal are less likely to be intolerant of each other. Studies have argued 
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that intergroup contacts are also important at the macro level, such that those who 
belong to contexts in which intergroup contacts occur frequently are influenced by 
the behavior of others within the context (Christ et al., 2014). Whether others are 
regarded as being part of a different group or the same group may depend upon a 
number of factors such as upbringing (Uslaner, 2012) and also whether the political 
discourse accentuates differences between groups (Hopkins, 2010; Munobwa et al., 
2021). The political debate may contribute to an increased awareness of differences 
such as national background. Recent studies from Sweden have shown an increased 
polarization of the population between those who perceive intergroup contacts to 
be mainly positive or mainly negative partly due to a harshened political discourse 
regarding migration and integration (Munobwa et al., 2021).

As specified by Laurence et al. (2018), the original contact theory tackled indi-
vidual behavior and face-to-face contact, but its propositions were often extended to 
groups, such as neighborhoods. Intergroup contacts have been explicitly or implic-
itly inferred to occur in other diverse contexts, such as neighborhoods or schools 
(Laurence et al., 2018; Loxbo, 2018; Wallman Lundåsen & Wollebæk, 2013). Other 
studies make a distinction by labeling what occurs at the context level as exposure 
to signal the possibility of residents only being withdrawn observers of diversity 
(Dinas et al, 2019; Hangartner et al, 2019; Strömblad & Malmberg, 2016).

As aforementioned, accumulating evidence from previous studies has revealed 
the ecological (aggregate level) impact of exposure to neighborhood diversity 
and a negative correlation, especially trust towards others in the local community 
(Dinesen et al., 2020; van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014). This negative relationship is 
often explained by the existence of a perceived economic or cultural threat from out-
groups that either compete for scarce resources or introduce cultural practices that 
threaten the current way of life (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014; Hangartner et al, 
2019).

Other explanations to the negative correlation between diversity in the local con-
text and trust rely on the human preference for the company of those who are per-
ceived to be similar (homophily). Homophily is sometimes referred to as a residual 
explanation, as it is assumed from empirical findings where groups of individuals 
with similar characteristics often form, such as the existence of residential segrega-
tion, homogenous friendship networks, and job hiring processes (e.g., Leszczensky 
& Pink, 2019; McPherson et  al., 2001). When a context is diverse, fewer people 
may find someone like themselves in that context, thereby inducing withdrawal from 
social interaction (Putnam, 2007). Ethnic diversity would then make bonds based 
on (ethnic) similarity more complicated. Diversity is therefore argued to constrict 
all forms of trust as groups withdraw from social interaction (Putnam, 2007). A key 
aspect has therefore been to study whether enhanced intergroup contacts that reduce 
social distances can contribute to higher levels of trust (Dinesen et al., 2020; Petti-
grew et al., 2011; Uslaner, 2012).

Recent studies have revealed a more nuanced understanding of the role of inter-
group contacts and pointed to the importance of also focusing on where intergroup 
contacts occur and the experiences that these contacts may elicit (Laurence et al., 
2019; Achbari et  al., 2021). However, based on the empirical results from previ-
ous studies, there are reasons to believe that intergroup contacts that occur in local 
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contexts are more strongly correlated with community trust rather than trust in peo-
ple in general (generalized trust) (Dinesen et al., 2020). Therefore, in the following 
analyses, we chose to focus on community trust, that is trust towards others in the 
geographically bounded local community.

Intergroup contacts may also not be of equal importance across all individuals; 
rather, they may be more salient for individuals that are actually residing in hetero-
geneous neighborhoods compared with those in homogenous neighborhoods (Gun-
delach & Freitag, 2014; Laurence & Bentley, 2016; Goldschmidt et al., 2017; Lau-
rence et al., 2018). Face-to-face intergroup contact may be a natural part of daily life 
for those living in diverse neighborhoods and therefore it is possible to also expect 
that previous experiences of intergroup contacts are more strongly linked to the daily 
life of those living in diverse neighborhoods.

Another important question is the degree of exposure to intergroup contacts. 
If intergroup contacts are expected to positively impact community trust, we can 
assume that the more frequently these contacts occur, the higher the levels of com-
munity trust are expected to be (Dinesen et al., 2020). However, previous findings 
have indicated that intergroup contacts can be moderated by the neighborhood 
context (Laurence & Bentley, 2016; Laurence et al., 2018, 2019). By investigating 
whether neighborhood-level diversity moderates the importance, it is possible to 
test to what extent intergroup contacts across different contexts are used as a heu-
ristic in the judgment of whether others in the local community are trustworthy. We 
can expect that the relationship between intergroup contacts and community trust is 
moderated by neighborhood-level diversity (Laurence et al., 2019; Thomsen et al., 
2021). Thus, completely avoiding intergroup contact while living in a diverse neigh-
borhood is likely more strongly linked to social isolation than avoiding intergroup 
contact while living in a more homogeneous context. Therefore, we proceeded by 
testing an array of intergroup contacts that may occur in several places, thus provid-
ing broader input on the experiences of intergroup contacts of the respondents. The 
following hypotheses can therefore be formulated:

H1a: Frequent intergroup contacts are more strongly positively correlated with 
community trust among residents in diverse than homogenous neighborhoods.

H1b: Lack of intergroup contact is more strongly negatively correlated with com-
munity trust among residents in diverse than homogenous neighborhoods.

Furthermore, different contexts may differ as to what extent they actually meet 
the “optimal conditions” of intergroup contacts as posited by Allport (Laurence 
et al., 2018). The importance of where intergroup contacts take place has also been 
suggested in previous meta-studies (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). A possible explana-
tion of why the place of the intergroup contacts would matter is that different con-
texts may also contain different rules and norms on how to behave (Laurence et al., 
2018). For instance, schools and workplaces must follow the stipulated regulations, 
policies, and legislation to prevent threatening or discriminating behavior. Concur-
rently, studies have shown that discrimination and bullying still exist in schools and 
workplaces (Laurence et al., 2018). However, for someone who would like to opt out 
from negative school or workplace contexts, this may require a considerable effort, 
and it can potentially be costly to change (Laurence et al., 2018).
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Goldschmidt et al. (2017) have shown that intergroup contacts that occur at work-
places do not seem to correlate with community trust (operationalized as trust in 
neighbors). Other studies have found that intergroup contacts that occur within civil 
society organizations are more likely to fulfill the optimal conditions posited by 
Allport and therefore more strongly correlate with generalized trust (Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006; Achbari et al., 2018) compared with contacts that occur, for instance, 
in workplaces or at schools (Loxbo, 2018). It has also been suggested that mere 
exposure to outgroups within neighborhoods is more likely perceived as threatening 
(Laurence et al., 2018).

Other important locations for intergroup contacts that have been suggested within 
the literature are schools (e.g., Bentsen, 2021; Loxbo, 2018). As the respondents in 
the present data set were aged 18 and above, they were most likely to attend sec-
ondary (high school or equivalent) or post-secondary (university/college or equiv-
alent) education. In rural or suburban communities, it is common for students to 
commute to a school or college in a different municipality than where they reside. 
Similarly, commuting beyond the municipality of residence is common among those 
belonging to the workforce. The intergroup contacts that occur at school and at work 
may therefore not automatically be used as heuristics for others within the local 
community.

Participation in diverse civil society organizations has been found to, under cer-
tain conditions, promote tolerance towards outgroups (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; 
Dahl & Abdelzadeh, 2017; Achbari et  al., 2018; Laurence, 2020), while the con-
nection between intergroup contacts and community trust needs to be further tested. 
Swedish civil society organizations, in general, tend to have a strong link to local 
communities and could potentially serve as a heuristic for community trust (Henrik-
sen et al., 2019).

Also, friendships across groups are often considered important to reduce negative 
sentiments towards other groups (e.g., Christ et al., 2010; Bentsen, 2021). However, 
it remains unclear to what extent friendships can serve as a heuristic for the local 
community or whether they mainly are associated with particularized trust (i.e., 
trust in known others) (Uslaner, 2002, 2012).

Therefore, we investigated whether the impact of intergroup contact varies 
according to the place where these contacts occur (i.e., school/workplace, neighbor-
hood, civil society, and at home) and across neighborhoods with varying levels of 
diversity. We assume, based on previous studies (Goldschmidt et al, 2017; Laurence 
et  al., 2018) that if the  context where the  intergroup contacts occur has a strong 
link to the local community it will likely correlate positively with community trust, 
especially for residents in diverse neighborhoods. The following hypotheses were 
formulated:

H2a: Intergroup contacts that occur in schools/workplaces are not correlated with 
community trust.

H2b: Intergroup contacts that occur in civil society organizations and in neigh-
borhoods are positively correlated with community trust.

H2c: Intergroup contacts that occur at home are not correlated with community 
trust.
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H2d: The associations between intergroup contacts that occur in civil society 
organizations and in neighborhoods with community trust are moderated by neigh-
borhood diversity.

Several studies have argued that different forms of trust are considerably based 
on experience and that people tend to infer and take cues from intergroup contacts 
when judging whether other people are trustworthy (Christ et al., 2014). Findings 
from groups that have migrated to different countries indicate that they under certain 
conditions tend to adjust to levels of trust in their context of living (Bergh & Öhr-
vall, 2018; Dinesen, 2011).

Through experiences, people are likely to develop a heuristic of whether others in 
their local community are trustworthy or not (Wollebæk et al., 2012; Thomsen et al., 
2021). Moreover, it has been argued that some positive experiences from interac-
tions with others are needed for trust to develop (Freitag & Traunmüller, 2009; 
Glanville & Paxton, 2007; Thomsen et al., 2021). Recent studies have shown that 
negative experiences from intergroup contacts correlated with lower levels of social 
trust (Thomsen et al., 2021; Achbari et al., 2021). If experiences of intergroup con-
tacts are perceived to be generally negative, these experiences may be generalized to 
outgroups in general (Fuochi et al., 2020). Studies have shown that the relationship 
between experiences and trust tends to be asymmetrical, where negative experiences 
are given more weight and thought to properly reflect the behavior of others in low 
trust environments (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010). If people act as if others are 
not trustworthy, they are also less likely to get proof of the opposite being true as 
they refrain from trusting behavior (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010).

Therefore, studies need to consider that individuals may react differently to inter-
group contacts, where some react positively and others react negatively (Laurence 
et al., 2018, 2019). Following results from previous studies (Laurence et al., 2018, 
2019), it is likely that community trust is to some extent based on experience. There-
fore, we proceed to test whether the sum of positive and negative experiences of 
intergroup contact are associated with levels of community trust. We posit that sum 
of experiences from intergroup contacts are especially important for residents in 
diverse neighborhoods because intergroup contacts are more salient for this group to 
use as a heuristic for their local community. The term intergroup contact valence is 
used by Laurence et al., (2018) to tap the overall experiences, negative and positive, 
from contacts. Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis:

H3: Intergroup contact valence correlates more strongly with community trust 
especially among residents in diverse neighborhoods compared to residents in 
homogeneous neighborhoods.

Data and Method

The data in the study came from a survey conducted in 2017 with random samples 
of individuals aged 18–85  years nested within 36 local communities across Swe-
den. To be eligible for the survey, individuals must have been residents of Sweden 
for at least 5  years. The 36 municipalities were randomly selected in a two-stage 
process intended to create a sample with as much variation in contextual-level 
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variables as possible within different subgroups of municipalities. From each sub-
group, two municipalities were randomly drawn by Statistics Sweden. To these, the 
three major urban areas (Gothenburg, Malmö, and Stockholm) and the municipal-
ity of Piteå  were added. The net overall response rate of the survey was slightly 
below 40%. On average, around 200 respondents were nested in each municipality. 
Respondents were also nested at a lower neighborhood (SAMS-district) level within 
each municipality. The neighborhoods were defined by Statistics Sweden in order to 
represent actual lived contexts by the residents (Goldschmidt et al., 2017). In total, 
respondents were nested in 1,263 neighborhoods with varying levels of diversity. 
The survey (Trustbarometer, 2017)  was administered by mail by Statistics Swe-
den, on behalf of Marie Cederschiöld University College,  and self-completed. As 
trust could be considered the “norm” in the Swedish context, it may be easier for 
respondents to report low trust in a self-completed anonymous survey.

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable of the study, community trust was measured with two sur-
vey items, which asked respondents “How much or how little do you trust ‘the peo-
ple living in your area’ and ‘the people living in your municipality’” similar to the 
operationalization used by Wollebaek, Lundåsen, and Trägårdh (2012). The item 
responses followed a four-point Likert scale, ranging from “do not trust at all” to 
“trust completely” (scores from 1 to 4, where 1 equals “do not trust at all” and 4 
equals “trust completely”). The correlation between the two items was Pearson’s 
r = 0.59, p < 0.000. An additive index of the two items was created. The index 
was subsequently rescaled to a 0–100 index to facilitate the reading of group-level 
results. The formula [((trust in neighborhood + trust in municipality) − 2) / 6] * 100 
was used to rescale the variable.

Key Independent Variables: Individual Level

The item that measured the frequency of intergroup contacts was a question included 
in the survey, similar to the operationalization used by Thomsen et al., (2021), but 
containing a condition that the intergroup contact included some type of verbal and/
or social interaction. Hence, intergroup contacts as measured in the present study are 
not merely “mixing”. The question was formulated as: “How often do you interact 
with or talk to someone with a background in a different country than yourself…
[followed by a list] at home, at school/work; in the neighborhood; in a civil soci-
ety organization?”. The items used a five-point scale: several times a week, once 
a week, a few times a month, more seldom, and never. The scale used varied from 
0 (never) to 4 (several times a week). In order to tap the overall level of intergroup 
contacts across the four different places (home, school/work, neighborhood, and in 
civil society organizations), an additive index was constructed. The index ranged 
from 0 (no contact at all in any place) to 16 (contacts several times a week across all 
places), and the Cronbach’s alpha of the additive index was 0.66.
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Contact valence was tapped using the following three survey items: “Generally 
speaking, do you consider contacts with people from a different country than your-
self [and a list with:  within school/workplace; within neighborhood; within civil 
society organizations] as positive or negative?”. The question contained an expla-
nation indicating that that the  contacts were not limited to friends but included 
interactions with  people in general. Each item had a four-point Likert scale: very 
positive (3), rather positive (2), rather negative (1), and very negative (0). No con-
tact valence question was asked for contacts that took place at home. An additive 
index (0–9) was constructed that contained all of the three contact valence items, 
where 0 equaled very negative views across all three places of intergroup contacts 
and 9 equaled very positive views across all three places (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93). 
Respondents that did not report any intergroup contacts across any of the places 
were coded as missing in the contact valence index.

Key Independent Variable: Neighborhood Level

Diversity at the neighborhood level was measured as the share (percent) of residents 
that are born in regions that in other studies (Loxbo, 2018; Strömblad & Malmberg, 
2016) have been associated with being a visible minority in Sweden. The presence 
of visible minorities is used as a proxy for the share of diversity within the neighbor-
hood (Loxbo, 2018; Strömblad & Malmberg, 2016). The group of visible minori-
ties is operationalized, in line with previous studies (Strömblad & Malmberg 2016), 
as the share of the population that are first-generation immigrants from countries 
within the MENA region (i.e., Middle East and North Africa) and Sub-Saharan 
African countries. Consistent with what previous studies have shown (Strömblad & 
Malmberg, 2016), a common trait across the most diverse neighborhoods was that 
they have a lower share of residents who are natives. The correlation between the 
share of native Swedes and presence of visible minorities in the sampled neighbor-
hoods was very strong (Pearson’s r =  − 0.88, p < 0.000). The presence of visible 
minorities across the sample of neighborhoods ranged from 0 to 45% (mean value of 
4.14, standard deviation of 6.57, median 6%).

Control Variables

In the multilevel analyses, at the individual level, we controlled for demographic 
variables, such as age (dividing the sample into four different age groups), gender 
(women as the reference group), and Swedish or immigrant background (immigrant 
background as reference group). Also, the individual levels of education and income 
were controlled for. Studies have argued for the importance of controlling for per-
sonality traits (the so-called Big Five) to create robust models that control for other 
types of prosocial values (van Ingen & Bekkers, 2015; Ackermann 2019). These 
personality traits may also be correlated with the respondents’ willingness to engage 
in intergroup contacts. The five main personality traits used in the models were 
openness, neuroticism/stability, agreeableness, extraversion, and conscientiousness.
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At the neighborhood and municipality levels, we also controlled for aggregate 
socioeconomic and demographic variables. We controlled for the level of net income 
within neighborhoods. The mean income across all the surveyed neighborhoods was 
262,510 SEK/annual income (with a standard deviation of 72,065). The mean indi-
vidual net income of Sweden as a whole was 278,900 SEK/annual incomes in 2017, 
showing that the sample mean was quite close to the national-level mean. The mini-
mum net income within a neighborhood was 91,095 SEK/annual incomes, and the 
maximum net income was 984,608 SEK/annual income. At the municipality level in 
the multilevel analyses, we controlled for population size, income inequality (Gini 
index, coded 0 to 1, where 0 means perfect equality of incomes and 1 means that all 
incomes are concentrated to one individual within the municipality), and homogene-
ity of the population (Herfindahl index, normalized, coded 0 to 1 where 0 equals 
perfect heterogeneity and 1 equals perfect homogeneity, i.e., all residents have back-
grounds in the same country). Municipal income inequality and diversity have been 
found in previous studies to correlate with individual levels of community trust 
(Wallman Lundåsen & Wollebæk, 2013). Descriptive statistics for all variables are 
shown in Table 1. 

Models

Given the nested structure of the data, with respondents nested both in neighbor-
hoods and municipalities mixed linear models were used to analyze the data. The 
intra-class correlation of community trust in an empty model corresponds to 0.03 
at the municipality level and 0.06 at the neighborhood level. Following Barr et al., 
(2013) and Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother, (2016), models that contain both ran-
dom slopes and random intercepts are used. In the analyses, municipality level 
diversity (homogeneity) and neighborhood level diversity were modelled as random 
effects.

Results

We analyzed the data using mixed linear models with three levels, individuals, 
neighborhoods, and municipalities, and we allowed for both random intercepts and 
slopes (according to diversity both at the municipality and neighborhood levels). 
We proceeded with testing H1a and H1b. We interacted the level of neighborhood 
diversity with the intergroup contact  index (i.e., contacts at home, at school/work-
place, in the neighborhood, and in civil society organizations). As interactions may 
be hard to interpret across the whole range of neighborhood diversity, the margins 
with predicted values for the respondents nested in neighborhoods with no diversity, 
median level diversity and 95th percentile diversity, are presented as separate lines 
in Fig. 1. The results show that those with no intergroup contact whatsoever (Fig. 1) 
consistently have lower levels of community trust independent of the share of diver-
sity within their neighborhood.
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The results from the mixed model (Fig. 1, using Table 2, model 1) show that the 
group residing in the most diverse neighborhoods have the steepest slope, indicat-
ing that intergroup contacts tend to go hand in hand with a larger increase in com-
munity trust among residents in the most diverse neighborhoods. As an example, if 
someone residing in the most diverse neighborhood (95th percentile) were to have 
no intergroup contacts, their level of community trust would on average correspond 
to around 41 on the 0–100 community trust index. If the same individual were to, 
instead, have the highest frequency of intergroup contact, this would correspond to 
a score of community trust of slightly less than 59 on the 0-100 community trust 
index, all else being equal. The difference equals a 44% increase in community 
trust and is clearly non-negligible. At the maximum value of the intergroup contact 
index, there is no difference in community trust across the different levels of neigh-
borhood diversity. However, it is worth noting that the most substantial impact on 
community trust from intergroup contacts on is expected to occur above the median 
value of the frequency of contacts’ index. Clearly, H1a and H1b find support in our 
data.

We then proceed to test H2a, H2b, and H2c to determine whether intergroup con-
tacts that occur in specific places with connections to the local context more strongly 
correlate with community trust (Table  2, model 2). First it is important to note 
that the intergroup contacts occur at varying degrees across the four different sur-
veyed contexts. Having intergroup contacts at home indicates having a closer rela-
tionship, and these experiences may not automatically transfer into trust in others 
in the local community. A clear majority of the respondents (about 72%) never or 

Fig. 1  Intergroup contacts and diversity, 95% confidence intervals. Note: Predictive margins according to 
different levels of diversity. Using Table 2, model 1
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Table 2  Intergroup contacts, neighborhood diversity, and community trust as dependent variable, mixed 
models, unstandardized fixed effects coefficients, robust standard errors in parentheses

Model 1 Model 2

Extraversion 0.83*** 0.76***
(0.20) (0.22)

Agreeableness 2.13*** 2.28***
(0.19) (0.21)

Conscientious  − 1.14***  − 1.08***
(0.20) (0.20)

Stability 1.53*** 1.50***
(0.20) (0.28)

Openness 0.23 0.44
(0.28) (0.28)

Age (18–30 years as ref.)
31–45 1.61 1.55**

(0.98) (1.00)
46–65 5.20** 5.09**

(1.50) (1.54)
66–85 10.02*** 9.14***

(1.53) (1.54)
Education (Primary as ref.)
Secondary 1.98** 1.94**

(0.57) (0.68)
Tertiary 4.70*** 4.98***

(0.68) (0.73)
Income 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00)
No civil society  − 3.94***  − 3.73***

(0.63) (0.60)
Swedish 3.45*** 3.19***

(0.67) (0.71)
Municipality level
Diversity (Herfindahl) 15.48* 15.50*

(6.38) (6.61)
Population size 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00)
Inequality (gini)  − 44.58**  − 44.85**

(14.98) (14.49)
Neighborhood level
Income 0.00** 0.00***

(0.00) (0.00)
Cross-level interaction
Intergroup contacts index 0.39***

(0.09)
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seldom reported having intergroup contacts in their homes, while around 60% of the 
respondents reported having had recurring intergroup contacts at their workplaces or 
schools. Around 40% reported having had recurring intergroup contacts within their 
neighborhoods, and around 30% within civil society organizations. There are only 
small direct correlations between the frequency of intergroup contacts in the dif-
ferent contexts and levels of neighborhood diversity (see Table 4). Intergroup con-
tacts within the neighborhood and neighborhood diversity display the largest direct 
correlation (Pearson’s r = 0.2, p < 0.000) albeit it must be considered as a weak 
correlation.

We proceed by running mixed models with intergroup contacts that occur in dif-
ferent places entered as separate variables. The results show that there are differ-
ences in their direct correlations with community trust according to the places in 
which the contacts occur. Intergroup contacts that occur within civil society organi-
zations and in neighborhoods have a statistically significant correlation with com-
munity trust when all different  contacts are considered simultaneously. Intergroup 
contacts that occur within schools/workplaces and in the more intimate sphere of the 
home lack a direct overall significant association with community trust. H2a, H2b, 
and H2c, therefore, found support in our data (Fig. 2) (Table 2, model 2).

To test differences according to levels of neighborhood diversity, we proceed 
by testing H2d by introducing the interaction effect between intergroup contacts 
in neighborhoods and in civil society organizations, and neighborhood diver-
sity  (Table 3). The analyses also show that residents in the most diverse neigh-
borhoods have similar levels of community trust to residents in the most homog-
enous neighborhoods if they have very frequent intergroup contact with people 
in their neighborhood. The benefits of frequent intergroup contact are therefore 
higher among residents in the most diverse neighborhoods. All things being 
equal, the difference between never having any intergroup contacts and having 

Table 2  (continued)

Model 1 Model 2

Contacts: at home 0.37
(0.22)

Contacts: school/work 0.23
(0.24)

Contacts: neighborhood 0.95***
(0.27)

Contacts: civil society 0.82**
(0.25)

Diversity (neighborhood)  − 0.53***
(0.01)

 − 0.32***
(0.06)

Intergroup contacts index × Diversity 0.03**
(0.01)

AIC/BIC 54,756.26/54931.73 50,522.51/50709.23
N (individuals/neighborhoods/municipalities) 6,305/1,267/36 5,817/1,241/36

Note: Constants omitted

176 S. W. Lundåsen



1 3

frequent (several times a week) contacts regarding community trust is expected 
to be about 14 points (on a 0–100 index scale). The difference is striking (Fig. 3).

Thereafter, we test the interaction between neighborhood diversity and inter-
group contacts in civil society organizations and community trust. Figure  4 
reveals that those lacking intergroup contacts in civil society  consistently had 
lower levels of community trust across all levels of neighborhood diversity. Res-
idents in the most diverse neighborhoods were predicted to have higher levels 
of community trust with more frequent intergroup contacts. Among those who 
reported the most frequent intergroup contacts in civil society organizations, the 
predicted levels of community trust were similar, irrespective of their neighbor-
hood diversity. However, intergroup  contacts in civil society organizations  that 
occur more often than monthly only  limitedly impact levels of community trust 
among residents in more homogenous neighborhoods (Fig. 4).

Overall, respondents without intergroup contacts consistently had lower lev-
els of community trust than those with very frequent intergroup contacts. The 
results showed that residents in the most diverse neighborhoods who had the 
most frequent intergroup contacts tended to have markedly higher levels of com-
munity trust than those with less frequent intergroup contacts, while the differ-
ence among those who have intergroup contacts in the neighborhood and in civil 
society organizations was predicted to be considerably smaller among those who 
lived in the more homogeneous neighborhoods. H2d support in our data, as inter-
group contacts in the neighborhoods and in civil society organizations were mod-
erated by neighborhood diversity.

Hypothesis 3 posited that the overall experiences  (negative or positive), that is, 
the contact valence, from intergroup contacts to be associated with community trust. 
Even though it is not possible to rule out the fact that those who have positive feel-
ings towards diversity self-select into diverse neighborhoods, the analyses show that 
there is little evidence of any direct correlation between the contact valence  index 
and neighborhood diversity (Table 4). We proceed by running a mixed model that 

Fig. 2  Frequency of intergroup 
contacts in different places, 
community trust as depend-
ent variable, point estimates 
regression coefficients (95% 
confidence intervals). Note: 
Table 2, using model 2. Circles 
represent point estimates of 
regression coefficients, lines 
95% confidence intervals
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Fig. 3  Intergroup contacts in the neighborhood according to levels of diversity, community trust as 
dependent variable, predictive margins, 95% confidence intervals. Note: Predictive margins according to 
different levels of diversity. Table 3, using model 3

interacts the contact valence index with neighborhood diversity. The overall coef-
ficient of the interaction is positive and statistically significant (Table  5). How-
ever,  one notable finding that becomes apparent in Fig 5 is  that those with the 
most positive contact valence index are indifferent to the share of diversity within 
their neighborhood in their judgment of whether others in the local community are 
trustworthy.

The levels of community trust of those that are very positive to all intergroup 
contacts are high and practically invariant, irrespective of the level of diversity in 
their neighborhood. Thus, the results indicate that positive contact valence does 
not moderate the association between of diversity and community trust among the 
respondents with the highest score on the contact valence index. The middle group, 
which consists of those who have a neutral contact valence (i.e., neither positive 
nor negative), is predicted to have slightly decreasing levels of community trust 
with increasing diversity in their neighborhoods of residence. The group with the 
most negative views on intergroup contacts on the other hand has the steepest nega-
tive slope compared with the other two groups meaning that  with increasing lev-
els of neighborhood diversity community trust is expected to decrease more sharply 
among those who perceive intergroup contacts to be very negative. Thus, the results 
display an increasing distance in community trust levels with increasing levels of 
diversity according to perceptions of intergroup contacts. The results can be inter-
preted as an indication of an asymmetry between positive and negative contact 
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valence (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010). Positive contact valence does not seem to 
counterbalance negative contact valence in diverse contexts (Fig. 5).

Therefore, the results can only partly corroborate H3, as only very negative or 
neutral contact valence were moderated by neighborhood diversity levels.

Conclusions

This study has contributed with insights on the association between different 
instances of intergroup contacts, neighborhood diversity, and community trust, 
using a large-scale survey from a highly trusting society with a recent history of 

Fig. 4  Intergroup contacts in the neighborhood according to levels of diversity, community trust as 
dependent variable, predictive margins, 95% confidence intervals. Note: Predictive margins according to 
different levels of diversity. Table 3, using model 4

Table 4  Correlation matrix, 
intergroup contacts, and 
neighborhood level diversity, 
pairwise correlations (Pearson’s 
r)

** p < 0.01; ***p < 0.000, N = 1,228

Neigh-
borhood 
diversity

Contacts: at home 0.11***
Contacts: school/workplace 0.01**
Contacts: neighborhood 0.23***
Contacts: civil society 0.00
Contact valence index 0.01

182 S. W. Lundåsen



1 3

Table 5  Contact valence, interacted with neighborhood diversity, community trust as dependent variable, mixed model, 
unstandardized fixed effects coefficients, robust standard errors in parentheses

Model 5

Extraversion 0.60**
(0.22)

Agreeableness 1.71***
(0.18)

Conscientious  − 1.08***
(0.24)

Stability 1.56***
(0.22)

Openness 0.18 (0.29)
Age (18–30 years as ref.)
31–45 2.22*

(0.91)
46–65 6.23**

(1.33)
66–85 11.16***

(1.17)
Education (low as ref.)
Secondary 1.45**

(0.61)
Tertiary 3.46***

(0.75)
Income 0.00

(0.00)
No civil society  − 3.02***

(0.63)
Swedish 3.92***

(0.63)
Municipality level
Diversity (Herfindahl) 15.32**

(5.76)
Population size 0.00

(0.00)
Inequality (gini)  − 45.18**

(15.61)
Neighborhood level
Income 0.00*

(0.00)
Cross-level interaction
Contact valence index 1.51***

(0.22)
Contact freq index 0.00

(0.09)
Diversity (neighborhood)  − 0.55***

(0.10)
Intergroup contact valence × Diversity 0.06**

(0.02)
AIC/BIC 46,519.29/46697.28
N (individuals/neighborhoods/municipalities) 5,390/1,228/36

Note: Constant omitted
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rapidly increasing diversity. As already stated above, Sweden could be considered as 
a tough empirical test given the generally high levels of trust. The results from the 
present study add to previous findings (Laurence, 2020; Laurence & Bentley, 2016) 
by taking a more holistic view on intergroup contacts and moves beyond focusing on 
single places or instances (Bentsen, 2021; Loxbo, 2018) where intergroup contacts 
may occur. Community trust is an important collective resource as it can explain the 
willingness to cooperate to solve problems within the local community (Wollebæk 
et al., 2012).

The findings indicate that frequent intergroup contacts are more strongly asso-
ciated with community trust among respondents who are residents in diverse (i.e., 
presence of visible minorities) neighborhoods. The results also show that those 
who refrain from intergroup contact and concurrently reside in diverse neighbor-
hoods are far less likely to trust others in their local community. Not having any or 
only minimal interaction with outgroups likely increases the possibility to maintain 
or even reinforce negative preconceptions about others (Stolle et  al., 2008; Wall-
man Lundåsen & Wollebæk, 2013; Thomsen et al., 2021).As the analyses are based 
on cross-sectional data it is not possible to infer causality; however, refraining from 
intergroup contacts while living in a diverse neighborhood is likely a stronger indi-
cation of segregation and sense of anomie than for those residing in more homoge-
neous neighborhoods. Moreover, there was no evidence of a strong direct correla-
tion between neighborhood diversity and the frequency of intergroup contacts. The 

Fig. 5  Contact valence index and neighborhood diversity, predictive margins, 95% confidence intervals. 
Note: Predictive margins according to different levels of diversity. Table 5, using model 5, the figure dis-
plays estimates for those with maximum (9), medium (5), and lowest (0) scores on the contact valence 
index. Results for all scores shown in the supplemental file
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absence of a strong direct correlation is an indicator of the fact that also those who 
live in diverse neighborhoods are socializing to a great extent with their ingroup.

The results also indicate that certain intergroup contacts like those that take 
place in the neighborhood of residence and in civil society organizations had a 
stronger positive association with community trust than intergroup contacts that 
took place in schools/workplaces or at home. Having intergroup acquaintances 
in the neighborhood seems to contribute the most to higher levels of commu-
nity trust. A possible interpretation of these findings is that intergroup contacts in 
neighborhoods and in civil society organizations more easily are used as a heuris-
tic of whether to trust in others in the specific local community or not. A potential 
caveat with these findings is, however, that those places where intergroup con-
tacts tended to occur most frequently, such as in schools and workplaces, had no 
statistically significant relation with community trust. This finding lends support 
to previous studies (Goldschmidt et al., 2017). A possible explanation of the null 
finding is that schools/workplaces may be located elsewhere (as people can com-
mute to schools and workplaces) and are therefore less likely to be used as a heu-
ristic for whether others in the local community are to be trusted or not.

However, the results also showed that just using the mere frequency of inter-
group contacts is not sufficient to understand its association with community trust. 
We also must consider how these intergroup contacts are perceived to understand 
their associations with community trust. A large share of the respondents per-
ceives intergroup contacts to be overall positive, but some respondents perceive 
intergroup contacts as negative. With a negative view of experiences from inter-
group contacts, these are unlikely to be positively associated with community 
trust. The analyses showed that the overall evaluation of different intergroup con-
tacts was associated with community trust, in line  with previous findings from 
other country contexts (Laurence & Bentley, 2016; Thomsen et  al., 2021). The 
results however indicated an asymmetrical association, and respondents with very 
positive evaluations (positive  contact valence) of intergroup contacts were not 
estimated to have higher levels of community trust with increasing neighborhood 
diversity, also indicating a possible ceiling effect.

Community trust among those in the most positive group was therefore  not 
moderated by neighborhood diversity, whereas community trust especially among 
the most  negative group  was  moderated by neighborhood diversity. These find-
ings suggest that those with either neutral or pessimistic overall contact valence 
tended to drive the overall negative association between neighborhood diversity 
and community trust. These results also  point to the fact that there may be an 
asymmetry between the relative importance of negative and positive experi-
ences especially  in diverse neighborhoods (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010). 
Diversity moderates negative contact valence and reinforces distrust in highly 
diverse neighborhoods, while neighborhood diversity does not appear  to moder-
ate very positive contact valence. Important avenues for future studies are to fur-
ther investigate the mechanisms that drive the asymmetry between negative and 
positive experiences from intergroup contacts especially for residents in diverse 
neighborhoods.
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