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Ethnocentrism is a basic attitude expressing the belief that one’s own ethnic group or one’s own 

culture is superior to other ethnic groups or cultures, and that one’s cultural standards can be 

applied in a universal manner. The term was first used by the American sociologist William 

Graham Sumner(1840–1910) to describe the view that one’s own culture can be considered 

central, while other cultures or religious traditions are reduced to a less prominent role. 

Ethnocentrism is closely related to other attitudinal indicators for racism, xenophobia, prejudice, 

mental closure, and, more generally, an authoritarian personality structure. Ethnocentrism is 

widely used in research on social and political attitudes because it proves to be a very powerful 

and easily identifiable attitude that can be measured in a valid manner with a limited number of 

variables. Although ethnocentric prejudice can be directed toward one specific outsider group, 

empirical research reveals that usually ethnocentrism is generalized toward all outsider groups. 

 

Although ethnocentrism is closely related to racism, it can be distinguished from racism because 

it does not involve necessarily a negative vision toward other races. Any culturally distinct 

outsider group (whether the distinction involves language, religion, color, or descent) can be 
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targeted by ethnocentric attitudes. In practice, European researchers often tend to avoid using the 

term racism because they are reluctant to apply the concept of race to human beings. In a U.S. 

context, the use of the term racism is not considered a problem. Given the fact that ethnocentrism 

is such a powerful attitude and is associated strongly with various behavioral patterns, 

ethnocentrism measurements are routinely included in almost all major survey projects. 

Ethnocentrism leads to in-group favoritism with regard to contact and cooperation, and 

accompanies outsider-group hostility, sometimes even leading to intergroup conflict, violence, or 

support for discriminatory behavior. There is also an abundant research literature on consumer 

ethnocentrism, that is, the tendency of consumers to prefer goods and services produced in one’s 

own society. 

 

 

Causes of Ethnocentrism 

 

Various explanations have been suggested for ethnocentrism. Social identity approaches assume 

that ethnocentrism is the result of a strong identification with the in-group of the actor, which 

almost automatically leads to negative feelings toward and stereotyping of members of the out-

group. Because some personality types are more clearly dependent on this strong form of group 

identification, these personality types are also more vulnerable to adopting ethnocentric 

prejudice. Experimental research has demonstrated that even if groups are assigned on a purely 

random basis, processes of in-group identification and polarization with outsider-group members 

still occur. Social scientists also have speculated that a lack of real-life contact with members of 

 2



outsider groups might enhance stereotyping, as the outsider group can be seen as homogeneous, 

but the empirical evidence about the allegedly beneficial effects of contact tends to be mixed. 

 

Realistic conflict theory, in contrast, assumes that ethnocentrism is triggered by a real or 

perceived conflict between various ethnic groups competing for scarce resources in society. The 

originally dominant groups in a territory will develop antagonistic feelings toward newly arriving 

outsiders when they perceive these outsiders as a threat to their own social position (e.g., in the 

labor or housing markets). In practice, however, empirical research has demonstrated quite 

convincingly that even groups whose positions are not threatened by ethnic competition still 

develop ethnocentric prejudice. 

 

Survey research routinely reveals strong individual-level determinants of ethnocentrism: for 

example, high education levels effectively reduce ethnocentrism, and in general, men are more 

willing to express ethnocentrism than women. It is believed that actors with fewer individual 

resources (e.g., lower socioeconomic status, cognitive ability, or self-esteem) are more dependent 

on in-group confirmation of their identity, thus strengthening prejudice toward members of 

outsider groups. There is no consensus, however, on the impact of religion on ethnocentrism. 

Several authors have argued that this relation can be considered as curvilinear, with the highest 

ethnocentrism levels among believers that are only marginally connected to organized religion. 

Ethnocentrism is also clearly associated with distrust and with authoritarian and right-wing 

ideologies, and is the single most powerful determinant of extreme-right voting behavior. 
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Elements of Ethnocentrism 

 

Research distinguishes two major components of ethnocentrism that are closely related but still 

can be empirically distinguished. Cultural ethnocentrism finds its origin in the belief that one’s 

own cultural norms and attitudes are superior to the cultures of other societies or groups. 

Furthermore, cultural ethnocentrists believe that this cultural order is threatened by the arrival of 

new groups (with their own cultural norms) to the territory that is claimed as their own. Cultural 

ethnocentrism often expresses itself in a symbolic manner, for instance, in disagreements about 

the public presence of cultural markers of identity such as clothing, religious symbols, or other 

visible elements of minority cultures. Economic ethnocentrism is tied more closely to the 

perception that other groups can be seen as economic competitors and therefore should be 

limited in their capacity as economic actors. Economic ethnocentrism can express itself in 

discriminatory measures on the labor market, and in boycotts or other consumer actions 

expressing a clear preference for goods and services associated with one’s own culture. 

 

Some researchers have also distinguished between explicit and implicit ethnocentrism. In the 

explicit condition, respondents are willing to express negative stereotypes toward outsider 

groups; the implicit condition is characterized by an inhibition to express these sentiments 

despite the fact that other responses clearly indicate that the respondent is unwilling to grant the 

same rights and legal protections to members of outsider groups. Implicit ethnocentrism can lead 

to calls for segregation with regard to education, housing, or cultural participation, or to a 

negative attitude toward affirmative action. 

 

 4



Although throughout the world, various government agencies and education systems have 

developed social and legal strategies to reduce ethnocentrism, thus far no universally successful 

strategies have been documented. Avoiding stereotyping seems to be a necessary prerequisite, 

and mass media and other socialization agents clearly play an important role in this respect. 
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