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ABSTRACT

The Internet has the potential to become an important tool in efforts to lessen intergroup conflict. Using the Internet, it is possible to follow the steps prescribed in the Contact Hypothesis (Alport 1954, Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000). In fact one can do so in ways that make such contacts more effective than similar face to face meetings in terms of their set-up, logistics and costs. In this paper, we describe an Internet platform designed for holding intergroup contacts, with a particular focus on how this platform tackles the issue of cultural differences and individual similarities. In order to work effectively with issues raised through cultural differences, we suggest the creation of a data bank of cultural knowledge assembled by participants, about their own group. In this way, each group can learn about the other group before and during the contact. This method will increase the knowledge of and encourage respect for the outgroup, and should also lead to a positive change in the stereotype held about that group. In addition, the platform will provide opportunities for participants to learn about similarities between individual group members in both groups. This knowledge is expected   to break the fixed idea that "they are all different from us". Furthermore, it is expected that the intergroup contact done through the platform, shall change the prevalent convention of seeking out differences to one of finding similarities. It is hoped that the knowledge of these similarities will promote warm feelings towards individual participants on the other side.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout the world there is much needless suffering and tragedy as a result of intergroup conflicts as people struggle over religion, race and culture. The Net Intergroup Contact (NIC) platform is an Internet website located at http://www.intergroupcontact.com. NIC is an open invitation to people around the world to put an end to intergroup conflicts through the use of online meetings that are conducted under the guidance of social psychologists (Amichai-Hamburger & McKenna, 2006).

The NIC platform is based on the principles of the Contact Hypothesis (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000).  It is a guided process of intergroup contact supervised by a social psychologist. 

The participants are: 

1. Group members - people who belong to a specific ethnic group or community.

2. Group leaders - people who are responsible for recruiting group members and supporting them when they participate in group encounters. 

3. A Supervisor - a social psychologist who specializes in intergroup conflicts and group dynamics. The supervisor is responsible for the dynamics of the meetings and guides group leaders accordingly. Each group is comprised of five to seven voluntary participants. 

The supervised contact comprises three key stages: 

1. Familiarity: the members of both groups introduce themselves
2. Super ordinate goal: the two rival groups are introduced through  an important online task, important to both groups, which requires their full cooperation
3. Dealing with the minor sources of the conflict.
The platform includes a cultural data bank where the groups learn about one another, and an intergroup chat area.

Below we discuss two major components of the platform:
1. The cultural data bank
2. The finding and utilization of individual similarities

THE ONLINE CULTURAL DATABANK
The online databank holds information which group members have provided to their group leader, information that they believe is important for the other group to be aware of. It is the responsibility of each group leader to collate the information about their own group and make it available through the databank. The databank is created and developed prior to the start of the intergroup online sessions.

The databank is divided into six sections:

1. The historical background of the group.

2. Successful milestones in the group’s history.

3. Major principles on which the group is based.

4. Cultural characteristics.

5. Behavioral codes.

6. Major issues of conflict between this group and opposing groups.

This information, presented in a respectful way, will show the group to be heterogeneous and will explain the different types found among members. It will also point out similarities between the ingroup and its opponents. In this way, a unique firsthand source of information is gathered in the online databank which is accessible to all NIC participants and is available before, during and after the group meetings. This approach will help to break down the strong tendency toward categorizing "us", the ingroup, as the goodies, as against "them" the baddies (Lambert, 1995; Linville & Fischer, 1993). This tendency stems, in many cases, from the lack of accurate information on the outgroup. This information will also help to dissipate the negative stereotypes each group holds about the other. Moreover, it will also help promote goodwill by providing each side with the tools to avoid giving unintended offence or performing cultural faux pas. In this way, a participant will be able to use the interactive databank to learn about suitable codes of communication and cultural niceties. 

Each contact project will enable the organizers to learn which components of the data bank are most useful, and which areas should be extended or removed. This knowledge will lead to a continuous improvement in the workings of the databank, and cause it to grow more valuable from one project to the next. 

INDIVIDUAL SIMILARTIES AND THEIR USE
During their registration, participants are required to give some personal details and fill out a questionnaire about their hobbies and interests. As the members of both groups become more familiar with one another, they will share relevant personal information. This will enable group members to become aware of their similarities (something that may be perceived as counter- intuitive since their usual behavior patterns involve seeking out differences). Such sharing of information may, for example, lead a member of one group to learn that both he/she and a member of the opposing group are keen chess players.
Studies have shown that the perception of similarity between people leads to their being attracted to one another. Thus the knowledge that members of the outgroup have similarities with those of the ingroup should cause the individual members to warm to one another. (Lydon, Jamieson & Zanna, 1988). 

Furthermore, if the ingroup becomes aware that their perception of the outgroup as homogeneous is actually inaccurate, and realizes that the outgroup are a collection of varied individuals, this is likely to weaken the negative stereotype held by the ingroup.(Linville, 1998).  The cross- cutting categories that have been created will encourage cooperation and goodwill making it easier to deal with the more painful issues when they arise (see Cook, 1984). At present , the NIC platform enables each participant to learn  about the others' interests.  In the future, this process will be performed automatically, allowing for a more distinctive correlation between the different members based on their personal preferences. We are also planning to create a facility that will allow individuals to chat privately with outgroup members who have similar interests. 

FUTURE DEVELOMENT
Bridging the language barrier: Language is culture and culture is language. Therefore the decision as to which language to use during a contact is a matter of major consequence. Generally, face to face contacts use one of three options. The first is to select participants who can communicate through a common language, often one that is not native to either group. It is likely that some participants will experience difficulties in expressing themselves clearly. The consequent frustration is unlikely to enhance the intergroup contact. The second option is to use the language of the more dominant group. This may well be perceived as an insult to the less dominant group, and a public statement as to the power relationship between the two groups. Such a situation is likely to run contrary to the goal of reducing intergroup tensions. The third option is to employ translators. This is also far from ideal since it leads to a slow and frustrating interaction. Misunderstandings are also likely to arise and all of this is unlikely to encourage the breaking of barriers between the rival groups. Ideally, each group should be able to communicate in its own language. Advanced software is currently being developed that will enable individuals interacting through a text-based environment to receive messages in one language, even though they were originally written in another. The NIC has taken it upon itself to follow these developments carefully and invest in the best available translation software. The ability to interact in their native language will help to  eliminate status gaps that have damaged many contact encounters and enable the inclusion of suitable participants, who at present, because of  language difficulties, are unable or unwilling to join such  projects. 
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