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Abstract: Integrating intergroup contact theory and communication accommoda-
tion theory, this study examined associations between participants’ (N = 780)
communication experiences with people with visible physical disabilities (PWVPD)
and intergroup attitudes. Findings revealed that accommodative communication
functioned as a positive form of intergroup contact. Specifically, perceptions of
communication accommodation to PWVPD were positively associated with inter-
group attitudes. Additionally, perceived accommodation to PWVPD had significant
positive indirect associations with positive interability attitudes through anxiety
reduction and empathy building. However, nonaccommodative communication
behaviors functioned as a negative type of intergroup contact. While communication
nonaccommodation did not directly affect intergroup attitudes, nonaccommodative
communication from PWVPD had significant negative indirect associations through
the same mediators with intergroup attitudes. This study highlights the ways in
which positive and negative forms of interability communication influence disability
attitudes directly and indirectly through empathy and anxiety.

Keywords: interability communication; communication accommodation; commu-
nication nonaccommodation; empathy; intergroup anxiety; intergroup attitudes

Population growth, the COVID-19 pandemic, and increased longevity have led to an
increase in the number of people with disabilities across the globe (Ives-Rublee and
Anona 2023). Globally, over one billion people have a disability that impacts major
life activities. Particularly, physical disability, or mobility impairment, represents
the most reported disability, affecting approximately one in seven adults in the
United States, for example (Okoro et al. 2018). Currently, people with disabilities are
the world’s largest demographic minority group (World Health Organization 2023).
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However, they tend to be regarded in their communities as some of the most
disadvantaged (Schmitt et al. 2014; United Nations 2022). Although there is an
increased concern for people with disabilities in general due to social justice
movements, little scholarly communication research has been devoted to this
growing but stigmatized population (cf. Lash 2022; Ryan, Anas, and Gruneir 2006).

Scholars consider people with disabilities to be a unique social or cultural group
and thus view communication between people with and without disabilities as
intercultural communication (see Braithwaite and Braithwaite 2003; Emry and
Wiseman 1987). Braithwaite and Braithwaite (2003) explain that

people with disabilities develop certain unique communicative characteristics that are not
shared by the majority of nondisabled individuals in U.S. society. In fact, except for individuals
who are born with disabilities, becoming disabled is similar to assimilating from being a
member of the nondisabled majority to being a minority culture. That is, the onset of a physical
disability requires learning new ways of thinking and talking about oneself and developing
ways of communicating with others. (167)

This highlights that a cultural lens is applicable when studying disability because
people with disabilities are a distinct cultural group with unique communication
practices. Therefore, interability communication, which is communication between
people with and without disabilities (Ryan et al. 2005), can be understood as inter-
cultural communication because it involves understanding how group identity,
experiences, and adaptive communication patterns emerge within the context of
cultural differences and societal norms. Disability, in this sense, constitutes a cultural
identity that shapes — and is shaped by — communication. Similar to those in other
marginalized cultural groups, people with disabilities continue to be disadvantaged
economically, communicatively, socially, and relationally due to prevalent and
negative disability-stereotypes of being perceived as burdensome, unproductive,
lazy, and helpless (Ryan et al. 2005). Negatively stereotyping people with disabilities
results in inappropriate and ineffective interability communication and negative
attitudes toward disability or people with disabilities in general (Allen 2023).
Consequently, a majority of people with disabilities reported that their primary
friendships involved other people with disabilities (Sense 2024). Additionally, most
people without disabilities feel uncomfortable speaking to people with disabilities
due to uncertainty and anxiety, leading to communication avoidance, which is a
behavioral form of prejudice (Sense 2024). According to Allport (1954), outgroup
ignorance and unfamiliarity result in intergroup prejudice. Hence, guided by
intergroup contact theory, recent interability contact research has demonstrated the
influence of positive communication or contact with specific persons with (in)visible
physical disabilities in improving disability attitudes and reducing disability-
stereotyping (Byrd and Zhang 2019; Byrd, Zhang, and Gist-Mackey 2019). From the
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perspectives of people without disabilities, this study contributes to the growing
literature on disability prejudice reduction by focusing on the role played by inter-
ability communication (non)accommodation between people without disabilities
and people with visible physical disabilities. Specifically, we are contributing to
the theoretical intersection of intergroup contact (Brown and Hewstone 2005) and
communication accommodation (Giles 2016) scholarship by examining the role
specific forms of positive and negative intergroup contact play in reducing or
exacerbating interability bias. In the following sections, intergroup contact theory
and communication accommodation theory are reviewed, including discussion of
the major dependent variable.

1 Intergroup Contact Theory

Intergroup contact theory explains that frequent and positive engagement in inter-
group contact can reduce bias between in- and outgroups and improve intergroup
relations (Pettigrew 1998). Intergroup contact theory is a guiding theoretical frame-
work of intergroup communication (Pettigrew 1998; Pettigrew et al. 2011). Support for
intergroup contact theory has been found in many intergroup contexts demarcated by
age, religion, ethnicity, culture, disability, or gender (e.g., Byrd and Zhang 2019; Zhang
et al. 2018). Research in the interability context has shown that contact or communi-
cation with participants’ specific outgroup contact who has a disability can reduce
prejudice directly and indirectly through the enactment of social support, develop-
ment of relational solidarity, and reduction of intergroup anxiety (Byrd and Zhang
2019; Byrd, Zhang, and Gist-Mackey 2019). These studies have examined various forms
of contact or communicative manifestations of contact, such as communication fre-
quency, quality, self-disclosure, and communication accommodation, in understand-
ing bias reduction and the improvement of intergroup relations in the interability
context.

Research from an intergroup contact approach explains several ways in which
communication, especially with a specific outgroup member, such as a family
member or close friend, can reduce prejudice. Several mechanisms have been
examined explaining why contact works, such as gaining knowledge about the
outgroup, reducing anxiety, and generating affective ties, which then lead to
behavior modifications and changes (Pettigrew 1998; Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). The
current study includes behavioral intergroup attitudes, which we conceptualize as
future “behavioral intentions toward members of a group,” as the outcome variable
(Esses and Dovidio 2002, 1204). Behavioral intergroup attitudes have been examined
as a positive outcome of intergroup communication (e.g., Harwood et al. 2005;
Imamura, Zhang, and Harwood 2011; Risti¢, Zhang, and Liu 2019). People without
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disabilities’ intergroup attitudes in the interability context are essential since prior
research shows that behavioral attitude change or willingness to engage with the
outgroup is typically the precursor or the first step to long-lasting affective or
cognitive change (Pettigrew 1998; Tropp and Pettigrew 2005). Thus, behavioral
intergroup attitudes are included as the major outcome variable.

Intergroup contact researchers have argued that for attitude change to be
successful, the encounter must qualify as intergroup, meaning that group mem-
bership must be salient (Fox and Giles 1996; Hewstone and Brown 1986). Therefore,
participants were asked about their experiences communicating with people with
visible, physical disabilities in general. As such, group salience or the awareness
and visibility of physical disabilities is more likely to constitute the interaction as
intergroup. The following sections outline the present study’s predicting and
explanatory variables.

1.1 Communication Accommodation Theory: Positive and
Negative Communication Processes

Informed by communication accommodation theory (CAT; Giles 2016), two commu-
nication variables are of interest in the current study: specific ways of positively
(i.e., accommodative communication) and negatively (ie, nonaccommodative
communication) communicating in interability interactions that may influence
behavioral intergroup attitudes. CAT explains how people modify their communica-
tion in accommodative and nonaccommodative ways according to interactional,
relational, or identity goals. The current study highlights two accommodative behav-
iors — perceived accommodation and perceived nonaccommodation. Perceived
accommodative communication may include linguistic features such as social support,
sharing personal thoughts and interests, and positive emotional expression (Hummert
2019). Although specific forms of accommodation can vary depending on the inter-
group context, CAT considers communication (non)accommodation as individuals’
“situated and subjective experience” (Gasiorek and Dragojevic 2017, 280) about
communication behaviors received from or toward others (Soliz and Giles 2014).
Specifically, we conceptualize accommodative communication as participants’ per-
ceptions of their own engagement with people with disabilities using positive,
appropriate, other-oriented communication that enhances relational development
and communication effectiveness (e.g., Harwood 2000; Hummert 2019). Prior research
demonstrates how accommodative communication functions as a type of positive
intergroup contact. For instance, people without disabilities’ communication accom-
modation to a specific outgroup member who has a disability was positively associated
with relational solidarity with that person, which, in turn, decreased anxiety and



DE GRUYTER Improving Interability Attitudes = 5

improved intergroup attitudes (Byrd, Zhang, and Gist-Mackey 2019). Hence, we
introduce our first hypothesis:

H1: Participants’ communication accommodation behaviors to people with visible
physical disabilities (PWVPD) will be positively associated with positive intergroup
attitudes.

We conceptualize nonaccommodative communication as participants’ per-
ceptions of inappropriate and negative communication behaviors received from
PWVPD (e.g., Soliz and Giles 2014; Zhang et al. 2018). The nonaccommodative
communication behavior highlighted in the current study is when people with
disabilities stereotype or perceive people without disabilities as judgmental and
prejudicial. With an increased focus on inclusion, diversity, equity, and access,
being judgmental or communicating prejudicial attitudes or behaviors, particu-
larly toward marginalized groups, is viewed unfavorably and negatively impacts
interability communication and intergroup relations. In other intergroup contexts,
members from majority groups have begun expressing concern about being
accused of being judgmental or stereotyped as prejudicial toward their minority
conversation partners, which also leads to negative physiological and relational
outcomes (e.g., Shelton, West, and Trail 2010). This type of communication expe-
rience is perceived as nonaccommodative in nature elevating negative emotions
and is thus essential to explore when investigating the contact-attitude link (e.g.,
Fox and Giles 1996; Hewstone and Brown 1986). The items used to measure non-
accommodation from people with visible physical disabilities in the current study,
which include stereotyping or perceiving people without disabilities as being
judgmental and prejudicial in interability communication, were informed by a
preliminary study and are conceptually consistent with CAT (Giles 2016). In addi-
tion, these nonaccommodative behaviors echo a prominent nonaccommodative
theme uncovered in problematic intergenerational conversations between young
and older adults (Williams and Giles 1996). Thus, we asked participants to consider
to what extent they are stereotyped or perceived by their disability contact as
judgmental or prejudicial in interability communication, which represents non-
accommodative communication.

It is imperative to remember the “situated and subjective” nature of communi-
cation accommodation and nonaccommodation. This is vital when conceptualizing
and operationalizing communication (non)accommodation (Gasiorek and Dragojevic
2017, 280). In this study, we examine participants’ perceptions of PWVPD’s non-
accommodative behaviors with the hope of providing insight to improve interability
communication. While there is general agreement that communication accommoda-
tion is a prosocial behavior with myriad positive outcomes (Byrd and Zhang 2023), we
include nonaccommodative communication as a type of negative intergroup contact
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(e.g., Zhang et al. 2018). Intergenerational communication research illustrates how
perceived nonaccommodation operates as a type of negative intergroup contact. For
instance, when grandchildren perceived their grandparents as communicating non-
accommodatively, there were negative effects on shared family identity, relational
solidarity, and attitudes toward older adults (Zhang, Li, and Harwood 2021). Essen-
tially, when communication involves perceived nonaccommodation, group salience is
intensified, leading to a variety of negative outcomes such as increased anxiety,
reduced willingness to communicate, and increased prejudice (Hewstone 2000). We
believe that investigating negative communication is essential since the valence of
intergroup contact influences intergroup attitudes (Barlow et al. 2012). While this is an
initial exploration into this specific nonaccommodation behavior in the interability
context, it is theoretically supported and practically meaningful. Therefore, the
following hypothesis is introduced:

H2: Participants’ perceptions of PWVPD’s communication nonaccommodation to-
ward them will be negatively associated with positive intergroup attitudes.

1.2 Emotions as Explanatory Mechanisms Between (Non)
Accommodation and Intergroup Attitudes

Intergroup contact research has established that the arousal of anxiety common in
intergroup communication is detrimental to intergroup relations (Stephan 2014;
Stephan and Stephan 1985). Thus, anxiety has been a major pathway in under-
standing the contact-prejudice association (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). As an
affective construct, intergroup anxiety refers to “apprehensive, distressed, uneasy”
feelings experienced when anticipating or engaging in communication with out-
group members (Stephan 2014, 240). Previous research has shown that experi-
encing contact-based interability anxiety is negatively associated with intergroup
attitudes (Byrd and Zhang 2019). To put it simply, reducing anxiety is imperative to
improving intergroup attitudes, hence anxiety is included as an explanatory
variable.

Intergroup contact theorists have argued for the importance of examining
positive intergroup emotions such as intergroup empathy (Johnston and Glasford
2017). Intergroup empathy, which is also an affective construct, refers to people
without disabilities’ other-oriented feelings of sympathy and concern for people with
disabilities developed in interability communication (e.g., Davis 1983). Developing
empathy enables people to relate to and consider outgroup members in ways that
may promote cooperation and ingroup categorization rather than intergroup



DE GRUYTER Improving Interability Attitudes =—— 7

conflict and separation (Konrath, O’Brien, and Hsing 2011). Essentially, positive
communication with people with disabilities may provide participants better op-
portunities to develop understanding and empathetic concern for people with dis-
abilities. This empathetic concern may, in turn, contribute to improved intergroup
attitudes (Vezzali et al. 2016). Researchers have found support for intergroup
empathy mediating attitude change in intergroup contact settings with people with
AIDs, those who are experiencing homelessness, and in extended intergroup contact
involving children (Batson et al. 1997; Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Vezzali et al. 2016).
Therefore, we introduce the following hypothesis:

H3: Participants’ (a) perceived accommodation to and (b) perceived non-
accommodation received from people with visible physical disabilities will have
significant associations with intergroup attitudes indirectly through the parallel
mediators of intergroup anxiety and empathy.

2 Methods
2.1 Participants and Procedures

Participants (V= 780) who identified as not having any disabilities were recruited
from CloudResearch Prime Panels, a leading platform for recruiting participants for
surveys and online research. The survey was completed through Qualtrics, an online
data collection tool. When beginning the survey, the term “visible physical disability”
was defined as “a physical disability or chronic condition that is immediately noticed
by an observer” (e.g., Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2024b). Participants
were asked if they had experience communicating with any people with visible
physical disabilities (PWVPD). If participants answered yes, they were asked to
consider their communication experiences with PWVPD while completing the
questionnaire. Demographic information, including information about participants’
sex, ethnicity, age, and educational level, can be found in Table 1.

Given the sensitive nature of some of our major measures (e.g., perceptions of
communication nonaccommodation received from PWVPD), we took steps to reduce
social desirability bias. First, following Institutional Review Board protocol, we
informed participants that there were no correct or incorrect answers and that we
were simply interested in their honest answers about their communication expe-
riences with people with disabilities. In addition, participants were informed that no
direct identifiers were collected, they should not list their names in any place in the
survey, and that data from this study would be reported in aggregate, not



8 —— G.A ByrdandY.B. Zhang DE GRUYTER

Table 1: Demographics.

n %
Sex
Men 380 49.7
Women 400 51.3
Ethnicity
White 655 84
Asian/Pacific Islander 47 6
Sub-Saharan Africans/African American 35 4.5
Hispanic/Latino 29 3.7
American Indian or Alaskan Native 6 0.8
Other 8 1

M SD
Age 46.97 17.74
Educational level 14.95 3.75

individually. In the following section, the major measures are introduced. Response
options for the major measures were 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree).

2.2 Major Measures
2.2.1 Communication Accommodation to PWVPD

Communication accommodation refers to the degree to which participants engage in
positive other-oriented accommodative behaviors to maintain and pursue commu-
nication with PWVPD in general. The four items (e.g., “I am attentive in conversations
with PWVPD,” “I share personal thoughts and feelings with PWVPD”; a = 0.84;
M =5.72, SD = 0.97) formed a reliable scale (e.g., Harwood 2000).

2.2.2 Communication Nonaccommodation From PWVPD

Communication nonaccommodation refers to the degree to which participants
perceived receiving nonaccommodative communication behaviors from people with
visible physical disabilities. Specifically, participants reported the degree to which
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they received communication from PWVPD stereotyping or accusing them as being
judgmental and prejudicial in communication with PWVPD. The two items (i.e., “In
my communication with PWVPD, they frequently stereotype me as being judg-
mental,” “In my communication with PWVPD, they frequently view me as prejudi-
cial”; a = 0.93; M = 2.96, SD = 1.6) were informed by a preliminary study" examining
retrospective reports of communication nonaccommodation in the interability
context (e.g., Harwood 2000).

2.2.3 Intergroup Anxiety

Intergroup anxiety measured the degree to which participants experienced
anxiety during or in anticipating interaction with PWVPD. Specifically, partici-
pants were asked how they would feel if they were the only person without a
disability communicating or interacting with PWVPD. The six items (e.g., “I feel
anxious,” “I feel awkward”; a = 0.88; M = 2.85, SD = 1.26) formed a reliable scale
(e.g., Stephan 2014).

2.2.4 Intergroup Empathy

Six items adapted from Davis (1983) were used to measure the degree to which
participants experience feelings of sympathy and concern for PWVPD. The six items
(e.g., “I consider myself soft-hearted toward PWVPD,” “I have tender, concerned
feelings for PWVPD”; a = 0.84; M = 5.54, SD = 0.90) formed a reliable scale.

2.2.5 Intergroup Attitudes

Intergroup attitudes, which is the likelihood that participants would engage in
various inclusive behaviors with PWVPD in the future (e.g., “I am willing to accept
PWYVPD as my neighbors,” “I am willing to accept PWVPD as my close friends”;
a=0.92; M =5.79, SD = 0.96) was measured with seven items (e.g., Cooke 1978).

1 Due to the limited interability communication literature, we asked people without disabilities
(N = 47; Mage = 44.23, SD =19.98, Range = 18-79) an open-ended question to examine the nature of
perceptions of communication nonaccommodation. Twenty-four women, 21 men, and one nonbinary
individual answered about the communication characteristics of PWVPD that made respondents feel
uncomfortable, unhappy, or dissatisfied (see Williams and Giles 1996). The themes identified in this
qualitative data informed the nonaccommodation items included in the current study.
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2.3 Covariates

We measured general interability communication frequency as a covariate, which is
a typical variable included in intergroup contact research. Adapted from Spencer-
Rodgers and McGovern (2002), the items for communication frequency (a = 0.92;
M = 3.81, SD = 1.52) measured how often participants do things socially, initiate
conversations, and engage in communication with PWVPD with three 7-point Likert
(1 = never, 7 = daily) items. Participants’ age and sex were also considered as
covariates.

3 Results

We utilized Model 6 of PROCESS with 5,000 bootstrap iterations (Hayes 2022) to
conduct regression-based analyses testing direct and indirect effects. When con-
ducting an analysis, one of the communication variables (i.e., perceived accommo-
dation or perceived nonaccommodation) functioned as the independent variable (X),
intergroup anxiety and empathy functioned simultaneously as explanatory vari-
ables (M1 and M2), and intergroup attitudes functioned as the outcome variable (Y).
When one focal independent variable (e.g., communication accommodation) was
analyzed, the other predictor variable (e.g., communication nonaccommodation)
was entered as a covariate.

Prior to hypothesis testing, correlation analyses were conducted among all
major variables, and included participants’ age, sex (0 = female, 1 = male), ethnicity
(0 = white; 1 = non-white), and communication frequency to investigate the po-
tential influence of demographic characteristics and general interability commu-
nication experiences on our major variables. Correlation testing showed that there
was a significant negative association between participants’ age and non-
accommodative communication (b = —0.20, p < 0.001), as well as intergroup anxiety
(b = -0.23, p < 0.001). There was a significant positive association between partic-
ipant’s sex and both nonaccommodative communication (b = 0.12, p < 0.001) and
intergroup anxiety (b = 0.20, p < 0.001), but there was a negative association with
empathy (b = -0.13, p < 0.001) and intergroup attitudes (b = -0.16, p < 0.001).
Communication frequency was positively associated with accommodative
communication (b = 0.43, p < 0.001), intergroup empathy (b = 0.16, p < 0.001), and
intergroup attitudes (b = 0.28, p < 0.001). There were no significant correlation
findings related to ethnicity. Therefore, participants’ age, sex, and communication
frequency functioned as control variables in the analysis of our hypotheses. See
Table 2 for correlations of the major measures.
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Table 2: Correlations.

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. Accommodation

2. Nonaccommodation -0.08*

3. Empathy —0.56*** —0.15%**

4. Anxiety —0.24*** 0.56%** —0.27%**

5. Intergroup attitudes 0.52%** —0.24%** 0.45%** —0.39%**

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; correlations controlled for participant’s age and sex (0 = female, 1 = male).

Supporting H1, perceived communication accommodation positively pre-
dicted intergroup attitudes. H2 was not supported since communication non-
accommodation did not have a direct association with intergroup attitudes.
Supporting H3a, perceived accommodative communication positively influenced
intergroup attitudes through intergroup anxiety and empathy in that perceived
communication accommodation negatively predicted anxiety, which was then
negatively associated with intergroup attitudes. However, communication ac-
commodation positively predicted empathy, which then positively predicted
intergroup attitudes. Finally, supporting H3b, perceived communication non-
accommodation negatively influenced intergroup attitudes through each of the
two explanatory variables (see Table 3 and Figure 1). Communication non-
accommodation positively predicted intergroup anxiety, thus negatively pre-
dicting positive behavioral intergroup attitudes. On the other hand, perceived
nonaccommodative communication negatively predicted empathy, which was
then positively associated with positive behavioral intergroup attitudes.

4 Discussion

By integrating intergroup contact theory (Brown and Hewstone 2005) and
communication accommodation theory (Giles 2016), this study investigated the role

Table 3: Direct and indirect effects of accommodation and nonaccommodation.

Perceived communica- Perceived communication
tion accommodation nonaccommodation
Effect SE 95% CI Effect SE 95% CI
Direct effect 0.29*** 0.04 0.21,0.36 -0.03 0.02 -0.08, 0.00
Indirect effect through intergroup 0.04** 0.01 0.022, -0.07* 0.01 -0.092, —0.048
anxiety 0.069
Indirect effect through intergroup 0.11*** 0.02 0.06,0.16 -0.01*** 0.01 -0.021, -0.004

empathy

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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R*= 35

Intergroup
Empathy

Perceived
Communication
Accommodation
Intergroup
Attitudes

Intergroup
Anxiety

Perceived
Communication
Nonaccommodation

Figure 1: Direct and indirect effects of communication variables on intergroup attitudes through
empathy and anxiety. Note. **p < 0.001; **p < 0.01. Only significant paths reported.

of interability communication, intergroup anxiety, and empathy in improving
positive intergroup attitudes. Supporting our predictions, communication accom-
modation functioned as a positive type of intergroup contact influencing inter-
group attitudes directly and indirectly through both intergroup anxiety and
empathy. Communication nonaccommodation, however, did not have a significant
direct effect on intergroup attitudes, but decreased positive intergroup attitudes by
increasing intergroup anxiety and decreasing empathy. Our findings show the
value in integrating intergroup contact theory and communication accommoda-
tion theory in the interability context and have several major theoretical and
practical implications.

Most intergroup contact research demonstrates the importance of frequent,
positive contact in reducing intergroup bias (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Pettigrew
et al. 2011). As a result, we lack information about the specific communicative
dynamics that constitute frequent and positive contact. Harwood et al. (2013) and
Tropp, Ulug, and Uysal (2021) specifically emphasized the importance of examining
communication content, including positive and negative communication content
in understanding intergroup relations. As communication scholars, we too believe
it is important to focus on specific communication processes (beyond general
frequent and positive contact) to understand how positive communication facili-
tates bias reduction. Hence, in the current study, we measured both positive and
negative manifestations of intergroup communication. Our measures of commu-
nication accommodation and nonaccommodation are theoretically informed by
communication accommodation theory; however, future studies should continue
to test the validity of these measures. For example, there may be subtypes of
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accommodative (e.g., identity support) and nonaccommodative (e.g., face threat-
ening communication) communication in interability interactions that play an
important role in intergroup relations.

By including specific types of communication content as our independent var-
iables, this study furthers intergroup theorizing by establishing communication
accommodation toward others as a positive way of communicating that provides
beneficial insights into interventions aimed at improving intergroup relations. Here,
communication accommodation improved intergroup attitudes directly and indi-
rectly by reducing anxiety and increasing empathy. Specifically, when people
without disabilities are supportive, attentive, and disclosing in their communication
to people with visible physical disabilities, there are positive outcomes. By including
communication accommodation theory in this intergroup contact study, our findings
provide helpful insights into specific communication moves that are particularly
beneficial in the interability context. Echoing Trzeciak and Mazzarelli (2022), we
emphasize the power of accommodation toward others for improving wellbeing,
resilience, and professional success.

However, the opposite pattern was found for communication non-
accommodation. When people without disabilities felt that people with visible
physical disabilities viewed them as judgmental and prejudicial, it had negative
outcomes. Research shows that “individuals fear that prejudiced behavior on their
part will lead to social censure or, worse, rejection” (Trawalter et al. 2012, para. 2).
Essentially, concern that you are being viewed as prejudicial, or to a lesser degree
judgmental, is a stressful process with real consequences. Our findings illustrate that
these concerns regarding being viewed as judgmental or prejudiced in interability
interactions elevate intergroup anxiety, lower empathy, and reduce positive inter-
group attitudes. The inclusion of this specific form of nonaccommodation is a
theoretical contribution allowed by integrating communication accommodation and
intergroup contact theories. A majority of intergroup contact research focuses on the
role of positive contact in reducing intergroup prejudice. However, research has
demonstrated the importance of including negative communication processes in
intergroup contact research because negative contact predicts increased prejudice
more than positive contact reduces prejudice (Barlow et al. 2012). While this is an
initial exploration into this specific form of communication nonaccommodation in
this context, future work is necessary. It is reasonable to assume most people aim to
communicate in non-prejudicial ways, and future work should explore the motiva-
tions behind communicating or willingness to communicate in non-prejudicial ways.
For instance, research from a communication accommodation framework should
explore motives and attributions and whether majority group members’ attempts to
communicate non-prejudicially are motivated by their desire to avoid being nega-
tively evaluated or are in line with their egalitarian views.
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Essentially, communication nonaccommodation operated as a type of negative
contact. When interpreting these findings, we should be mindful that this is the
majority group’s perspective of a minority group’s communication behaviors. People
without disabilities’ perceptions of received nonaccommodation could reflect not
knowing how to engage with people with disabilities, since further exploration into
communication frequency indicates that the mean is below the midpoint of the scale
(t(734) = -3.45, p < 0.001, 95 %CI = —0.20, —0.06). Essentially, our participants reported
that they are not frequently interacting or communicating with people with dis-
abilities. However, the associations between communication nonaccommodation
and intergroup emotions (i.e., anxiety and empathy) illustrate the negative social and
behavioral consequences of this type of communication nonaccommodation in the
interability context. Altogether, this highlights the importance of competent
communication from both parties and appropriate intergroup dialogue in devel-
oping relationships and mutual understanding and improving intergroup relations.
It is important to remember that research from an intergroup contact perspective is
motivated to improve interactions between in- and outgroups and thus reduce biases
(Tropp and Pettigrew 2005). As a result, most contact research puts the responsibility
on majority group members, people without disabilities in this case, to improve
communication and enhance intergroup relations (e.g., Pettigrew and Tropp 2008).
However, this means that the perspective of minority group members has largely
been overlooked (cf. Barlow et al. 2013; Byrd and Zhang 2023). Our findings
demonstrate that both groups (people with and without disabilities) must work
together to engage in positive, competent communication that can increase empathy,
reduce intergroup anxiety, and improve intergroup relations in the disability
context. Future research should aim for a “holistic view of intergroup contact”
(Barlow et al. 2013, 4) to investigate majority and minority individuals’ communi-
cation and attitudes in efforts to improve intergroup relations.

In accordance with intergroup contact theorizing, our findings confirm the
importance of lowering anxiety to improve intergroup relations and establish empathy
as an important positive mechanism in this context. Echoing previous intergroup
contact research, results revealed that reducing intergroup anxiety is essential to
improving intergroup relations. This study provides both hope and challenges for
interability communication. First, positive communication (i.e., communication ac-
commodation) has the ability to reduce intergroup anxiety — this is good news for
interability communication. However, the negative manifestation of communication
(i.e., communication nonaccommodation) was a powerful predictor of anxiety, and the
positive association between the two variables is concerning. In the interability context,
members from the majority group must focus their energy on engaging in positive,
inclusive communication behaviors so that anxiety can be reduced, and intergroup
relations can be improved.
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Finally, intergroup empathy functioned as a positive explanatory mechanism in
improving intergroup relations. We found that communication (i.e., accommodative
communication) resulted in increased intergroup empathy and intergroup empathy
increased participants’ behavioral intergroup attitudes. Essentially, when people
without disabilities engage in positive interability communication, they develop
empathetic concern for people with disabilities in general. Developing empathy for
an outgroup (i.e., people with disabilities) then promotes cooperation and enhances
intergroup relations. Altogether, by including intergroup empathy as an explanatory
mechanism, the current study illustrates that developing empathetic concern for
outgroup members has positive benefits and provides evidence that intergroup
empathy mediates attitude change in the interability context. There are two specific
aspects related to the design of the study that are essential to keep in mind when
discussing findings related to intergroup empathy. First, empathy is measured
affectively or emotionally as feelings of sympathy and concern for people with
disabilities (e.g., Davis 1983; Konrath, O’Brien, and Hsing 2011). Future research
should also explore cognitive manifestations of empathy, such as perspective-taking,
to further understand the role of this multi-dimensional construct in interability
communication. Second, this study is from the perspective of people without dis-
abilities. People with disabilities are oftentimes stereotyped as “pitiful” (e.g., Ryan
et al. 2005). Therefore, people without disabilities considering themselves to be
empathetic may be viewed as overaccommodative or inappropriate by people with
disabilities. Future interability communication research should consider the
perspective of people with disabilities when exploring intergroup empathy.

To summarize, this study contributes to the theoretical intersection of commu-
nication accommodation and intergroup contact theories in several ways. First, pre-
vious interability contact research has investigated the contact-attitude association
when considering people without disabilities’ communication with one specific out-
group member. This study contributes to the literature by exploring perceptions of
communication with the outgroup overall or in general. Second, by incorporating
specific positive and negative manifestations of interability contact, we have gained a
more thorough understanding of what actually happens during contact that reduces
(or increases) intergroup prejudice. Third, our findings demonstrate the critical
importance of intergroup empathy in improving intergroup attitudes. Altogether, this
emphasizes the importance of integrating communication accommodation theory and
intergroup contact theory (see Zhang, Li, and Harwood 2021).

These theoretical advancements also shed light on important practical impli-
cations for interability communication. Researchers, practitioners, and individuals
should focus their attention on ways to incorporate positive communication and
intergroup emotions, including communication accommodation and empathy, into
people without disabilities’ communication repertoire. Additionally, more work
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needs to be done to understand what communication is perceived as accommodative
to people with disabilities (see Byrd and Zhang 2023) to better understand commu-
nication content from both perspectives. Just as importantly, we need to do our best
to avoid negative interability communication situations as they increase intergroup
anxiety and reduce positive intergroup attitudes.

5 Limitations and Future Directions

It is necessary to address limitations that highlight important future research di-
rections. First, since this is a cross-sectional study, our findings represent one side of
the story in interability communication. Specifically, similar to most intergroup con-
tact literature, this study explored the majority group perspective (i.e., people without
disabilities) since people with disabilities are a stigmatized group and reducing
interability prejudice is a priority. However, research shows that minority group
members (e.g., people with disabilities) experience high levels of distrust and are more
negative about the nature of intergroup relations (e.g., Gaertner and Dovidio 2000).
Thus, future studies guided by intergroup contact theory and CAT should focus on the
perspective of people with disabilities to gain a more thorough understanding of
intergroup contact, (non)accommodation, and prejudice reduction. In addition, a
causal relationship between interability communication and prejudice reduction
cannot be established since this is a cross-sectional study. Future experimental and
longitudinal studies should be conducted to explore this causal relationship. For
instance, we emphasize the importance of examining specific interactive dynamics
(including accommodation vs. nonaccommodation) during a particular contact
episode, which is better suited to an experimental approach.

Appropriate steps were taken to reduce social desirability bias, but we may not
exclude social desirability completely given the sensitive nature of some of the items
used to measure the major constructs (e.g., “l would feel awkward” communicating with
PWVPD). To reduce social desirability and improve ecological validity, we measured
nonaccommodation in terms of people with visible physical disabilities viewing par-
ticipants as judgmental or prejudiced in interability interactions rather than having
participants report how often they were judgmental or prejudiced in their communi-
cation behaviors. Future projects should explore this construct from other perspectives.

The current study included American participants recruited from CloudResearch
Prime Panels, which has been established as a way to collect high quality data
(Chandler et al. 2019). Our sample was large, representative in terms of gender, and
had more diverse participants than other interability contact studies (Byrd, Zhang, and
Gist-Mackey 2019; Byrd and Zhang 2019) in terms of age. However, our participants are
primarily White, which must be considered when generalizing the findings of this
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study. Future research should aim to recruit representative samples and include
participants from non-Western countries to better understand the ways in which
communication processes can reduce intergroup anxiety, improve empathy, and
improve intergroup attitudes. In line with this goal, we highlight the necessity of future
research from a transcultural perspective. A cross-cultural study investigating specific
communication processes and intergroup emotions that can reduce prejudice would
be beneficial theoretically and practically. A transcultural approach would give us a
broader understanding of how these processes operate in different cultural contexts
and increase our ability to interpret and generalize findings.

6 Conclusions

The United States’ Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2024a) recognizes
unsatisfying, inappropriate communication behaviors, as well as negative atti-
tudes toward disability as major barriers experienced by people with disabilities.
Therefore, communication work is well positioned to improve these outcomes for
people with disabilities and future work should continue to prioritize investigation
of positive interability communication processes and prejudice reduction. In this
study, we have contributed to the theoretical intersection of intergroup contact and
communication accommodation scholarship by examining specific positive and
negative communication experiences as forms of intergroup contact in under-
standing how specific communication processes reduce (or exacerbate) interability
bias.

Research funding: This project was supported by the University of Kansas Stereo-
typing and Intergroup Processing Fund.
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