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Ingroup Ambivalence and Experienced
Discomfort: The Moderating Roles of
Affective Versus Cognitive Attitudinal

Basis, Group Identification, as Mediated
by Negative Beliefs About the Ingroup

SANDRO COSTARELLI
University of Trento

RASYID BO SANITIOSO
Université Paris V

ABSTRACT. Prior research has found individuals’ reactions to vary depending on
whether such associations are activated by emotions (an affective basis) or by beliefs
(a cognitive basis) about the object’s properties. Accordingly, this conceptual distinc-
tion should be relevant also for the discomfortive responses to one’s ambivalent attitudes
regarding fellow group members (or the ingroup). Findings from two studies support the
argument that ambivalence-associated discomfort a) is a general tendency when it regards
affect-based ambivalence towards fellow group members, while b) only holds for the more
identified group members when ambivalence concerns beliefs about the ingroup, and for
this latter group members c) this tendency is driven by the strength of their negative beliefs
about the ingroup or fellow group members.

Keywords: attitudes, emotions, social identity

PEOPLE ARE MOTIVATED TO HOLD attitudes that are internally consis-
tent (Brehm & Cohen, 1962; Heider, 1958). In other words, individuals tend to
positively evaluate attitude objects associated with only positive attributes and,
conversely, to negatively evaluate those associated with only negative attributes.
However, people may also be ambivalent (Scott, 1966, 1969). This is the case
when they hold simultaneously positive and negative attitudes towards a given
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Costarelli & Sanitioso 159

attitude object (for reviews, see Jonas, Broemer, & Diehl, 2000; Thompson,
Zanna, & Griffin, 1995). Unsurprisingly, consistent with prior theoretical work
(e.g., McGregor, Newby-Clark, & Zanna, 1999), holding this countermotivational
type of attitude (ambivalence) has been found to elicit subsequent discomfort
(e.g., Elliot & Devine, 1994; Harmon-Jones, 2000).

The present research examines this phenomenon by focusing on one’s
ambivalent attitude towards the ingroup and the subsequent discomfortive
responses that can be anticipated from the above-reviewed research. Considering
this specific issue may add to the extant research literature in two ways. First, it
would contribute to better understand the affective implications of holding critical
ingroup-directed attitudes (“ingroup criticism”). Prior research has found express-
ing not only positive but also negative views about fellow group members to
be a way for group members to help the ingroup to overcome its shortcomings
and defaults vis-à-vis relevant outgroups in the intergroup context (e.g., Hornsey,
2005). On the one hand, on the basis of the above-reviewed theoretical and empir-
ical work in the attitude domain, questioning fellow group members by expressing
not only ones’ positive but also one’s negative views of the ingroup can be
expected to entail some negative affective consequences as a peculiar instance
of holding ambivalent attitudes. On the other hand, only limited evidence is avail-
able as yet on the factors that may play a role in moderating and mediating the
potential affective consequences of this phenomenon when the attitude object is
one’s fellow group members.

Further, paralleling the conceptual distinction between “actual” and “ideal”
self (Higgins, 1987), group members can focus on attributes of their group “as it
is” or on attributes of their group as they “ideally would like it to be.” The past
research demonstrates that focusing on ideal self-guides may foster awareness of
shortcomings of the individual’s current self and this may lead to personal dis-
tress (e.g., Higgins, 1987). Of relevance to the current work, Bizman, Yinon, and
Krotman (2001) have demonstrated the negative affective consequences of group
members’ perceptions of a discrepancy between the actual and ideal characteris-
tics of fellow group members. However, these researchers measured other-based
(“fear-of-negative-evaluation”) rather than self-based negative affect (e.g., dis-
comfort). Thus, in the current work, considering the latter rather than the former
negative response may add to the findings of prior empirical work by focusing on
a different type of affective response.

Ingroup Ambivalence and Discomfort: A Possible Role for Attitude Basis?

In general, bringing to mind a given attitude object sets off evaluative asso-
ciations with valenced information differing in its affective or cognitive basis
(Zanna & Rempel, 1988). Of importance for the current work, prior research
has found individuals’ reactions to vary depending on whether such associa-
tions are activated by emotions (an affective basis) or by beliefs (a cognitive
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160 The Journal of Social Psychology

basis) about the object’s properties (for reviews, see Haddock & Zanna, 1999).
Accordingly, this conceptual distinction should be relevant also for the discom-
fortive responses to one’s ambivalent attitudes regarding fellow group members
(the ingroup).

On the one hand, affect-based ingroup ambivalence is an internal incon-
sistency regarding attitudes based on group-related feelings and emotions
(McGregor et al., 1999). Accordingly, on the bases of prior work finding the
ambivalence-discomfort association (e.g., Elliot & Devine, 1994; Harmon-Jones,
2000), group members should be psychologically distressed to the extent that
their attitudes based on emotions towards fellow group members are simul-
taneously not only positive but also negative (i.e., ambivalent). This should
be the case because, in general, uncertainty arising from inconsistent affect
towards attitude objects may impede decision-making about approach-avoidance
behavior, whereby disrupting one’s ability to act effectively (Newby-Clark,
McGregor, & Zanna, 2002). Conceivably, when ambivalence-based uncertainty
regards approach-avoidance behavior targeting fellow group members, discom-
fortive responses can be expected irrespective of any individual differences. This
should be the case because feelings and emotions are relatively uncontrollable
and particularly ego-involving. In turn, this renders a discomfortive response an
inescapable consequence of one’s affect-based ingroup ambivalence irrespective
of any individual differences such as ingroup identification. Accordingly, repli-
cating the results of prior research in the attitude domain, to the extent that the
participants in the current study are ambivalent in their emotion-based attitude
about the ingroup (affect-based ambivalence), they should experience subsequent
discomfort (Hypothesis 1).

On the other hand, group members may not be equally sensitive to hold-
ing ingroup ambivalence in cognitive constructs such as beliefs. This reasoning
is consistent with empirical work on cognitive dissonance, a construct that
researchers have generally equated to ambivalence with regard to the elici-
tation of subsequent discomfort (e.g., Elliot & Devine, 1994; Harmon-Jones,
2000). Assuming that group identification correlates positively with percep-
tions of importance of the ingroup (Wann & Branscombe, 1993), a study by
Devine, Tauer, Barron, Elliot, and Vance (1999) on the cognitive dissonance-
discomfort association as a function of perceived importance of the attitude object
in a counterattitudinal advocacy dissonance paradigm is relevant in this respect.
Specifically, under conditions of relatively high dissonance, these researchers
found participants who perceived the attitude object as being relatively more
important to experience greater discomfort than those who rated the attitude
object as being relatively less important to them. Assuming that group iden-
tification correlates positively with perceptions of importance of the ingroup
(Wann & Branscombe, 1993), this suggests that psychological discomfort as a
consequences of one’s cognition-based ingroup ambivalence should be more
pronounced only to the extent that ingroup identification is greater (Hypothesis 2).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ita
 d

i T
re

nt
o]

 a
t 0

3:
53

 1
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
2 



Costarelli & Sanitioso 161

Of importance for the scopes of the current research, existing evidence also
shows that the formation of ambivalent attitudes, in general, is more strongly
influenced by negative than by positive information about the attitude object. This
may be explained by the fact that, being more diagnostic, negative information
evokes stronger affective responses than positive information. Extending these
studies to the domain of ingroup ambivalence, thus, we could expect negative
beliefs about one’s own group embodied in ingroup ambivalence to underpin
subsequent affective responses among its members. Specifically, these expected
affective reactions to ambivalence are likely to be extremely negative when
it concerns one’s ingroup, as it is in direct contrast with the motivation to
hold an unambivalently positive attitude towards the ingroup. Consequently,
ambivalence towards the ingroup should engender heightened discomfortive
reactions, especially among members who identify strongly with the group and
therefore are more motivated to hold an unambivalent attitude (cf. Priester &
Petty, 1996, 2001).

Accordingly, another aim of the current research is to examine the question of
whether the explanation positing a key-role of negative beliefs about the ingroup
may account for the predicted influence of cognition-based ingroup ambivalence
on subsequent discomfortive reactions, as moderated by ingroup identification.
According to models of ambivalence (e.g., Priester & Petty, 1996; Thompson
et al., 1995), increases in univalent negative attitudes only result in increased
ambivalence when those univalent negative attitudes are weaker than the individ-
ual’s univalent positive evaluation of the attitude object. Since people generally
like the fellow group members more than they dislike them, we predicted that
the expected positive association between negative affect and cognition-based
ingroup ambivalence is mediated by (participants’) negative rather than positive
beliefs about the ingroup or fellow group members (Hypothesis 3).

STUDY 1

Method

Participants and Design

Eighty-six first-year psychology students at the University of Trento, Italy
(41 women and 45 men; age: M = 19.11) volunteered to take part in the study at
the end of an introductory psychology lecture.

Procedure and Measures

The experimenter presented participants with a booklet containing an intro-
duction page and a questionnaire. Participants first read the introduction page
presenting the study as part of a larger research project allegedly investigating
European students’ attitudes towards various social objects. Next, participants
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162 The Journal of Social Psychology

individually completed the questionnaire. Psychology students were the target
ingroup for all participants. To render ingroup membership salient, participants
were asked to write down, in the first page of the questionnaire, their major fol-
lowed by their responses to three items (I feel like a member of the category of
psychology students / I am proud to be a psychology student / I often think of
myself as a psychology student). The items were adapted for the current target
ingroup from a measure of group identification originally developed by Cadinu
and Reggiori (2002) to assess identification with professional groups. Participants
responded to each question using a scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = very
much. The scale proved to be reliable (Cronbach’s α = .74; M = 4.15, SD = 0.88).

On the following page, participants were presented with measures of expe-
rienced cognition- and affect-based ingroup ambivalence. They responded to two
blocks of questions whose order was randomly counterbalanced across partici-
pants. Each block contained either the cognition- or the affect-based measures
of experienced ambivalence developed by Priester and Petty (1996). One block
consisted of three items measuring cognition-based experienced ambivalence
towards the ingroup (Thinking about psychology students, to what extent are your
opinions / ideas/ beliefs about them conflicted?). The other block consisted of
three items measuring affectively-based ambivalence towards the ingroup (e.g.,
Thinking about psychology students, to what extent are your feelings / emotions /

sensations about them conflicted?). Participants responded using a 7 point rating
scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much. As noted by Priester and
Petty (1996), these two measures are particularly appropriate to assess cognition-
and affect-based experience of ambivalence because of their correspondence to
the commonly accepted tripartite model of attitudes (Ostrom, 1969). A Principal-
components analysis was then conducted to check whether the six items on
which participants rated their ambivalence towards the ingroup could be clus-
tered into two categories (i.e., cognition- and affect-based items). The analysis
revealed a two-factorial solution (total percentage variance explained = 85%,
after retaining only factors with eigenvalues greater than 1). Each item loaded
on only one factor in the factor solution, using a loading criterion of .50 or
higher. Accordingly, indices of cognition- and affect-based ambivalence were
computed by averaging participants’ ratings for the items that loaded on each
factor (cognition-based ingroup ambivalence: α = .82, M = 3.2, SD = 0.92;
affect-based ingroup ambivalence: α = .87; M = 2.16, SD = 0.90).

Finally, on the following page of the questionnaire, participants were admin-
istered the discomfort measure developed by Elliot & Devine (1994) to assess
attitudinal inconsistency-related discomfort (uneasy; bothered; uncomfortable)
that constituted the dependent measure. Specifically, participants were asked to
indicate the extent to which each of the emotional adjectives corresponded to
how they were feeling at that time. Participants’ responses were subsequently
combined to provide a single index of discomfort (where higher scores reflected
a more discomfortive response). This choice was validated by the results of a
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Costarelli & Sanitioso 163

Principal-components analysis on the items specifying that the factors with eigen-
values greater than 1 be retained. A one-factor solution was extracted accounting
for 75% of the variance. All factor loadings exceeded .76. Furthermore, this
measure showed a high internal consistency (α = .83).

Results and Discussion

There were no gender or scale order counterbalancing effects, and these will
not be discussed further. Preliminary correlation analysis ascertained that the two
ambivalence indices were moderately related (r = .44, p < .05), but none of them
correlated with ingroup identification (rs between .14 and .21, ns).

Moderation Analyses

Hierarchical regression analyses were used in which discomfort was the cri-
terion and the scores of ingroup identification, cognition- and affect-based group
ambivalence (Step 1), and the resulting two-way interaction terms (Step 2) were
entered as the predictors (preliminary analyses ascertained that the three-way
interaction was not reliable and was consequently dropped from the model).
As suggested by Aiken and West (1991), mean-centered predictor scores were
employed.

The final equation was statistically significant, F(1, 85) = 5.63, p < .05,
with the predictors introduced in the regression model accounting for a signifi-
cant proportion of the variance in discomfort, R2 = .23. Concerning main effects,
one for ingroup identification was obtained, t = 2.18, p < .05, indicating that
ingroup identification negatively predicted discomfort, B = −0.31. Additionally,
in line with predictions (H1), affect-based ingroup ambivalence was a positive
predictor of discomfort, B = .35, t = 2.38, p < .05. Concerning two-ways
interactions, in line with predictions, the Affect-based ingroup ambivalence ×
Ingroup identification interaction was not reliable, t < 1. In contrast, as also
expected, the Cognition-based ingroup ambivalence × Ingroup identification
interaction was statistically significant, B = .30, t = 2.24, Fchange(1, 85) = 4.15,
p < .05. To decompose this interaction, simple slopes analyses were conducted
at 1 SD above and below the mean of identification, as suggested by Aiken
and West (1991). As predicted (H2), the relation between cognition-based group
ambivalence and discomfort was positive and significant for high identifiers,
B = .69, t = 2.26, p < .05, but not for low identifiers, B = .04, t = 0.93,
p = .44.

Consistent with predictions, these results provided initial support for the roles
played by some yet unexplored moderators of discomfortive responses to ingroup
ambivalence, namely, the affective vs. cognitive basis of ambivalence towards the
ingroup and ingroup identification.
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164 The Journal of Social Psychology

However, three issues remained. First, given the correlational nature of the
design, it is not possible to make any inferences concerning the causal relationship
between ingroup ambivalence and experienced discomfort. Besides, no indica-
tions emerge from these findings as regards the factor(s) underlying the observed
effects. Finally, the nature of the relationship observed may be specific to uni-
versity students and their academic groups, and may thus not be generalizable to
other kinds of social groups.

STUDY 2

The current study aimed to address the issues that emerged from the find-
ings of the preceding one. Specifically, first, rather than measuring cognition-
and affect-based ambivalence as in the Study 1, an experimental manipulation
was used to increase the salience vs. to not increase the salience of self-reporting
cognition- and affect-based experienced ambivalence towards fellow group mem-
bers. Conceivably, experiencing ambivalence depends on whether one’s own
within-evaluation conflict is sufficiently salient (Priester & Petty, 1996, 2001).
Accordingly, more conclusive support for the proposed arguments would be
obtained if, under conditions of increased but not of not increased salience of
self-reporting ingroup ambivalence, affect-based ingroup ambivalence is a posi-
tive predictor of discomfort (H1), and cognitively-based ingroup ambivalence is a
positive predictor of discomfort for high but not low identifiers (H2). More impor-
tant, if this is the case, negative beliefs concerning the ingroup should mediate this
latter moderated effect (H3).

Finally, Study 2 used national group as an attitude object rather than academic
group as in the preceding one.

Method

Participants and Design

One hundred sixty-six high-school students from Trento, Italy (86 women
and 80 men; age: M = 18.36) volunteered to take part in the study. They were
randomly assigned to two conditions (see below). Participant gender was similarly
distributed across conditions. There were no significant effects for gender, so this
will not be discussed further. In this study, the ingroup was defined as people from
the same country as the participants (i.e., Italians).

Procedure and Measures

Before the start of a regular lecture, an experimenter invited students to
participate in the study. Participants were provided a booklet containing an

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ita
 d

i T
re

nt
o]

 a
t 0

3:
53

 1
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
2 



Costarelli & Sanitioso 165

introduction sheet and a questionnaire that closely paralleled those used in Study
1 as adapted for the current ingroup target (i.e., Italians). The important modifica-
tion from the procedure used in Study 1 concerned the manipulation introduced
after assessing participants’ ingroup identification by means of the same items
employed in Study 1. To this end, all participants were asked to evaluate fel-
low group members. For half the participants (ambivalence self-reporting salient
condition), an explicit instruction of focusing on “both positive AND negative
characteristics of, and feelings towards,” fellow group members was included
after the measurement of ingroup identification. For the other half (ambivalence
self-reporting not salient condition), after the measurement of ingroup identifica-
tion, they were merely asked to complete the task (without the explicit instruction
to focus on both positive and negative characteristics of, and feelings towards, the
ingroup). Conceivably, experiencing ambivalence depends on whether one’s own
within-evaluation conflict is sufficiently salient (Priester & Petty, 1996, 2001).
Accordingly, support for the proposed arguments would be obtained if, under
conditions of increased but not of not increased salience of self-reporting ingroup
ambivalence, affect-based ingroup ambivalence is a positive predictor of discom-
fort (H1), and cognitively-based ingroup ambivalence is a positive predictor of
discomfort for high but not low identifiers (H2).

Next, participants answered the same questions that were used in Study
1. They responded to two blocks of questions tapping their cognitively- and
affectively-based experienced ambivalence toward the ingroup. A Principal-
components analysis revealed, as in Study 1, a two-factor solution encom-
passing cognitively- and affectively-based items (total percentage variance
explained = 78%, after retaining only factors with eigenvalues greater than 1).
Accordingly, separate cognition- and affect-based ambivalence indices were com-
puted for each participant by averaging ratings for the items that loaded on
each factor (cognitively-based ingroup ambivalence: α = .84; affectively-based
ingroup ambivalence: α = .81).

Then, participants were administered the same discomfort scale used in Study
1. Participants’ responses were subsequently combined to provide a single index
of discomfort (where higher scores reflected a more discomfortive response).
This choice was validated by the results of a Principal-components analysis on
the items specifying that the factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 be retained.
A one-factor solution was extracted accounting for 61% of the variance. All fac-
tor loadings exceeded .71. Furthermore, this measure showed a high internal
consistency (α = .80).

Finally, participants’ perceptions concerning the influence of positive as
opposed to negative characteristics in their evaluation of the ingroup were
assessed. The questions included: “The reasons behind my evaluation of psy-
chology students as a whole have much more to do with their merits / positive
characteristics / qualifications than with their limits / negative characteristics /

faults” and its opposite emphasizing the negative aspect: “The reasons behind
my evaluation of psychology students as a whole have much more to do with
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166 The Journal of Social Psychology

their limits / negative characteristics / faults than with their merits / positive
characteristics / qualifications.” Participants responded using a scale ranging
from −3 to +3. Participants’ respective answers were subsequently combined
to provide an index of negativity concerning the ingroup (α = .74).

Results and Discussion

Preliminary correlation analysis ascertained that the two ambivalence indices
were moderately related (rs between .44 and .47, ps < .05), but none of them cor-
related with ingroup identification (rs between .14 and .21, ns). ). Finally, ingroup
identification did not vary across conditions, t(166) = 0.73, ns.

Manipulation Checks

An analysis of variance confirmed that the manipulation had the desired
effect: across the two measures of cognition- and affect-based experienced
ambivalence towards the ingroup, participants in the (ambivalence salient)
condition were more ambivalent toward the ingroup (Ms = 4.90 and 4.10,
SDs = 1.38 and 1.45, respectively) than participants in the (ambivalence not-
salient) control condition (Ms = 4.00 and 3.14, SDs = 1.83 and 1.86, respec-
tively), Fs(1, 165) > 4.11, ps < .05. Subsequent addition of ingroup identification
as a covariate in the ANOVA model established that ingroup identification did not
significantly account for variance in scores of cognition- and affect-based expe-
rienced ambivalence towards the ingroup (parameter estimates: ts for main and
interaction effects < 1.19, ps > .25).

Moderation Analyses

A regression analysis was conducted testing a dummy-coded measure of
Ingroup ambivalence manipulation (ambivalence self-reporting: salient = 1 vs.
not salient = 0) × Continuous measure of ingroup identification × Continuous
measure of cognitive ingroup ambivalence × Continuous measure of affective
ingroup ambivalence model with discomfort as the criterion. All continuous pre-
dictors were mean-centered (cf. Aiken & West, 1991). Main effects, two-way, and
three-way interactions were entered simultaneously in the model.

No main effects were statistically significant, ts < 1.65, ps > .15. However,
as predicted, the analysis revealed a significant Ambivalence salience manip-
ulation × Affective group ambivalence interaction, B = .49, t = 2.47, F(1,
165) = 4.79, p < .05. As also expected, the Ambivalence salience manipulation ×
Affective group ambivalence × Ingroup identification interaction was not reliable,
B = .34, t = 1.53, F(1, 165) = 2.35, p = 0.13, consistent with the findings of Study
1. In sum, in line with the findings of the preceding study and as predicted (H1),
the participants who were more aware of being affectively ambivalent toward
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Costarelli & Sanitioso 167

the ingroup reported greater discomfort than those who were less aware of being
affectively ambivalent towards their ingroup. Additionally, the analysis revealed
a significant Ambivalence salience manipulation × Cognitive group ambivalence
interaction (B = 0.49, t = 2.47, F[1, 165] = 4.79, p < .05), and the expected
Ambivalence salience manipulation × Cognitive group ambivalence × Ingroup
identification interaction, B = −0.55, t = −2.11, F(1, 165) = 4.45, p < .05. This
latter interaction (the effect of interest) establishes that participants’ discomfort
was differentially elicited across conditions of salience of self-reporting ingroup
ambivalence, and at different levels of both cognition-based ambivalence and
ingroup identification. To decompose the nature of this interaction, simple-slopes
analyses conducted at 1 SD above and below the mean of ingroup identification
(see Aiken and West, 1989) allowed to compare the slopes of the Ambivalence
salience manipulation × Cognition-based ambivalence interaction for participants
who identified more strongly (or high[er] identifiers) and for participants who
identified more weakly with the group (or low[er] identifiers).

In line with predictions, the Ambivalence salience manipulation ×
Cognitively-based ambivalence interaction was reliable for high identifiers,
B = .55, t = 2.32, p < .05, but not for low identifiers, B = .36, t = 0.80,
p = .43. Accordingly, focusing on high identifiers, the simple-effects of the
ambivalence salience manipulation on subsequent discomfort were inspected at
higher levels (one SD above the mean) and at lower levels (one SD below the
mean) of cognition-based ingroup ambivalence. The findings revealed greater dis-
comfort among high identifiers in the salient group ambivalence self-reporting
compared to those in the non-salient group ambivalence self-reporting condi-
tion (Ms = 4.52 and 2.64, SDs = 0.79 and 0.84, respectively) at higher levels,
F(1, 185) = 4.94, p < .05, but not at lower levels (Ms = 1.07 and 0.79,
SDs = 0.89 and 0.85, respectively), F(1, 165) = 1.82, p = 0.88, of cognition-
based group ambivalence. Replicating the findings of Study 1 and as predicted
(H2), among high identifiers in the non-salient group ambivalence self-reporting
condition, at higher levels of cognition-based group ambivalence the experienced
discomfort was greater than at lower levels (2.64 vs. 0.79) of cognition-based
group ambivalence, F(1, 185) = 4.12, p < .05. In sum, as in Study 1, among par-
ticipants with stronger but not weaker group identification, those who were aware
of being more cognitively ambivalent toward the ingroup reported greater discom-
fort than those who were aware of being less cognitively ambivalent toward the
ingroup. We focused subsequently on participants who are both high identifiers
and displayed a higher degree of cognitive ambivalence towards the ingroup.

Mediation Analyses

For this group of participants, following the procedure proposed by Baron
and Kenny, path analyses were conducted with Ambivalence Manipulation ×
Cognition-based Ingroup Ambivalence interaction as the predictor and
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168 The Journal of Social Psychology

participants’ perceptions that their affective state was influenced by negative
beliefs about the ingroup as a mediator (H3), as detailed below (cf. Aiken & West,
1991).

When the effect of negative beliefs was statistically controlled for by entering
it into the model, the path from negative beliefs to negative affect was significant,
F(1, 20) = 4.47, p < .05, such that negative affect increased to the extent that
participants rated their affect as having been influenced more by the negative
characteristics of fellow ingroup members than by their positive characteris-
tics, B = .51, t = 2.11, p < .05. On the other hand, the direct path from the
Ambivalence Manipulation × Cognitively-based Ambivalence interaction to neg-
ative affect reported earlier (B = .55, t = 2.32, p < .05) was no longer reliable,
B = .22, t = 0.66, p = 0.51. This finding suggests that, for high identifiers, the
influence of cognition-based group ambivalence on negative affect was indeed
driven by the extent to which these participants rated their affective state as hav-
ing being affected by the negative rather than positive beliefs about their group
or fellow ingroup members. Further analyses indicated that reverse mediation did
not occur.

Finally, a subsequent regression analysis ascertained that the Ambivalence
Manipulation × Cognition-based Ambivalence interaction impacted on percep-
tions (t = 2.24, p < .05), such that participants rated their affect as having
been influenced to a greater degree by negative than by positive beliefs about
fellow ingroup members at higher levels of cognition-based group ambivalence
and (manipulated) ambivalence. The direction of the regression coefficient for
the interaction term indicated that, as ingroup ambivalence was made salient,
the strength of the cognitive group ambivalence-negative affect relation became
stronger, B = .67. These findings satisfy Baron and Kenny’s second crite-
rion, namely that the mediated predictor (i.e., the Ambivalence Manipulation ×
Cognitively-based Ambivalence interaction term) was associated with the media-
tor (i.e., negative beliefs).

These results provide convergent support for the findings of Study 1 using an
experimental design (rather than a correlational one as in the first study), high-
lighting the mediating variable involved in the observed processes, and nationals
as a target ingroup (rather than academic major as in Study 1).

General Discussion

The present research explored the issue of the discomfortive responses
to one’s ingroup ambivalence, aiming to identify potential moderating factors
involved in this process. On the one hand, recent attitude research concep-
tualizing ambivalence as a particular form of cognitive dissonance regarding
evaluations (e.g., McGregor et al., 1999) has found its positive association with
psychological discomfort (e.g., Elliot & Devine, 1994; Harmon-Jones, 2000).
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Accordingly, the present research expected to replicate the findings of this prior
work. On the other hand, based on previous research on attitude structure (for
reviews, see Haddock & Zanna, 1999) and attitude importance (e.g., Devine et al.,
1999), the ambivalence-discomfort association was expected to be moderated by
the informational basis of ambivalence components and ingroup identification,
respectively.

Specifically, as predicted, the presented studies aimed to test the idea that
ambivalence-associated discomfort a) is a general tendency when it regards affect-
based ambivalence towards fellow group members, while b) only holds for the
more identified group members when ambivalence concerns beliefs about the
ingroup. These predictions were supported in the first, correlational study. The
second study also found support for the hypotheses, while extending further the
empirical examination via an experimental manipulation of the salience of self-
reported ingroup ambivalence. Additionally, convergent validity was obtained via
the use of a different target ingroup to ensure generalizability of the findings. More
important, evidence was also obtained for the claim that the proposed moderated
relationship is mediated by perceptions of negative beliefs (rather than positive)
concerning the ingroup.

Thus, the present research provides direct evidence that the informa-
tional basis of ingroup ambivalence and ingroup identification moderate the
ambivalence-discomfort association. Prior to this, no evidence was available
on the discomfortive responses to ambivalence regarding this particular atti-
tude object (the ingroup) and the moderators (basis of ambivalence components
and ingroup identification) that play a role in this phenomenon. These findings
are consistent with and also extend upon recent research conducted by Bizman
et al. (2001). These authors demonstrated the negative affective consequences of
group members’ perceptions of a discrepancy between the actual and ideal char-
acteristics of fellow group members. Unfortunately, however, these researchers
measured other-based (“fear-of-negative-evaluation”) but not self-based negative
affect (e.g., discomfort). Thus, in the current work, considering the latter rather
than the former negative response adds to the findings of this prior work by
focusing on a different type of affective response.

Additionally, the present findings contribute to the extant literature by spec-
ifying the mechanisms by which the observed identification-moderated influence
of cognitive ingroup ambivalence occurs. In this regard, results from Study 2 sug-
gest that a cognitive mediator, namely beliefs about the ingroup, is responsible
for the negative affective consequences of ambivalence towards one’s own group.
This was obtained when using fellow group members or the ingroup as a whole
rather than single individuals as an attitude object of participants’ ambivalence,
and among participants who identified highly with the ingroup. The presented
evidence adds to the literature by shedding light on the consequences of one’s
ambivalence toward the beloved one at a group-level rather than, as studied in the
past, the individual-level.
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Specifically, the present research makes several important contributions.
Concerning cognition-based ingroup ambivalence, first, it suggests that when the
negative affect experienced is self-based (such as discomfort was in the current
research) rather than other-based (such as “fear-of-negative-evaluation” was in
Bizman et al. [2001]), higher but not lower identifiers may suffer from their
acknowledgement of a discrepancy between actual and “ideal” ingroup charac-
teristics. Specifically, the current findings show that expressing one’s attitude
towards the ingroup that is based on beliefs concerning the group “as it is” (i.e.,
acknowledging the presence of both positive and negative ingroup attributes,
or ingroup ambivalence) rather than as one “ideally would like it to be” (i.e.,
with only positive attributes) evokes negative affect in the more but not the less
identified group members.

Importantly, the past theoretical and empirical work in intergroup research
clarifies why ingroup identification moderates the relationship between discom-
fort and cognition-based ambivalence but not between discomfort and affect-
based ambivalence towards the ingroup. To begin with, prior work demonstrated
ambivalence to increase as a function of the weaker valenced component (e.g.,
Priester & Petty, 1996, 2001; Thompson et al., 1995). As a result, the default rela-
tively weaker negative evaluation of the ingroup allows one to expect that ingroup
ambivalence correlates positively with univalent negativity towards the ingroup.
In other words, ingroup ambivalence and ingroup negativity should go hand in
hand. However, those group members that are more identified with the group, are
also more motivated to maintain their group’s positive image (Brewer & Kramer,
1985). As a consequence, since individuals strive for an unambivalently positive
self-image, consistent with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986),
higher ingroup identifiers can be expected to be relatively more motivated to main-
tain a (unambivalently) positive cognitive representation of their group, compared
to less identified group members. This should be the case because, in line with
Self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987),
prior work shows that their relatively higher degree of self-stereotyping (Turner
et al., 1987) renders higher ingroup identifiers relatively more sensitive to the
value threats to their social identity represented by holding an ambivalent cogni-
tive representation of their group, compared with less identified group members
(e.g., Branscombe & Wann, 1994; Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, &
Rust, 1993).

Importantly, the present findings demonstrate that, irrespective of the level of
one’s ingroup identification, people are psychologically distressed to the extent
that their attitudes based on emotions towards fellow group members are simulta-
neously not only positive but also negative (i.e., ambivalent). Of relevance, in
general, prior work shows that uncertainty arising from inconsistent emotions
and feelings towards attitude objects impedes decision-making about approach-
avoidance behavior, whereby disrupting one’s ability to act effectively (e.g.,
Newby-Clark et al., 2002). Clearly, to leave the group (avoidance behavior) in

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ita
 d

i T
re

nt
o]

 a
t 0

3:
53

 1
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
2 



Costarelli & Sanitioso 171

order to escape the discomfort following the ambivalent emotions evoked by the
contact with fellow group members (approach behavior) is no viable strategy for
group members. As a consequence, when uncertainty regards approach-avoidance
behavior targeting fellow group members, the following disruption of one’s ability
to act effectively renders a discomfortive response an inescapable consequence of
one’s affect-based ingroup ambivalence irrespective of any individual differences
such as ingroup identification.

A further contribution of the present research is to better understand the
affective implications of holding critical ingroup-directed attitudes (“ingroup crit-
icism”). Prior research has found expressing not only positive but also negative
views about fellow group members to be a way for group members to help the
ingroup to overcome its shortcomings and defaults vis-à-vis relevant outgroups
in the intergroup context (e.g., Hornsey, 2005). On the one hand, on the basis
of the above-reviewed theoretical and empirical work in the attitude domain, the
findings of the present research suggest that questioning fellow group members by
expressing not only ones’ positive but also one’s negative views of the ingroup can
be expected to entail some negative affective consequences as a peculiar instance
of holding cognition-based ambivalent attitudes towards one’ group. Although
the expression of ingroup ambivalence may well be perceived as one’s own con-
tribution to overcome ingroup shortcomings and defaults, the current findings
suggest that expression of ingroup ambivalence may also entail negative impli-
cations for the affective state of the more identified group members who express
such a countermotivational attitude (as clarified earlier).

Although the current results were consistent with predictions, the present
research does have (at least) one limitation. Ingroup identification was measured
at the onset of the two studies to increase salience of participants’ group mem-
bership. However, a measure of participants’ level of self-categorization at the
social (group) level was absent. Although the observed effects are not easy to
explain without this assumption, future research in this area could profit from the
inclusion in the research design of a manipulation of self-categorization (at the
individual vs. social level, and for which one could predict to replicate the current
pattern of findings only for participants in the latter but not the former design cell).

In conclusion, the results of the present research point to the impor-
tance of taking both group members’ ingroup identification and the affectively-
vs. cognitively-based components of their ambivalence towards fellow group
members into account when considering the ingroup ambivalence-discomfort
association because they may moderate this relationship.
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