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Intergroup Threat and Experienced Affect:
The Distinct Roles of Causal Attributions,
Ingroup Identification, and Perceived
Legitimacy of Intergroup Status

Sandro Costarelli
University of Trento, Italy

character of the social identity value principle (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979, 1986), outcomes that are unfavorable to the
ingroup have been suggested to instantiate a threat to one’s
social identity (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje,
1999; Breakwell, 1986; Ouwerkerk & Ellemers, 2002).

Threat–Affect Relations as Moderated by Attributions

As recently noted by Ouwerkerk and Ellemers
(2002), previous work in this area has underresearched
the role played by a key moderator of the subjective
experience of social life, namely, causal attributions
(Weiner, 1985). Thus, the current investigation was
designed to investigate this issue. Specifically, it was
focused on the potential link between attributions and
the affective consequences of intergroup threat. Unlike
prior research on intergroup attribution (e.g., Hewstone,
1990; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1982), a novel aspect of the
present work is its treatment of attributions as indepen-
dent rather than dependent variables. Indeed, the study
of attribution–affect relations has a considerable theo-
retical (Weiner, 1985) and empirical tradition in classic
(e.g., Weiner et al., 1979) as well as recent (e.g.,
Trafimow, Bromgard, Finlay, & Ketelaar, 2005) work on
interpersonal social comparison processes (e.g., Festinger,
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Across three studies, it was predicted and found that in
the case of intergroup threat, low ingroup identifiers
experience greater negative affect when they make an
ingroup-internal rather than an outgroup-internal attri-
bution, and high ingroup identifiers experience greater
negative affect when they make an outgroup-internal
rather than an ingroup-internal attribution. These effects
were mediated by the perceived legitimacy of ingroup–
outgroup status differences that results from their reflecting
social reality (i.e., actual differences in the groups’ standing
on a relevant comparison dimension). Combining the find-
ings of two distinct literatures, the current work provides
new insights into the yet-unexplored distinct roles played
by intergroup attributions as a predictor and ingroup
identification as a moderator of the affective responses
produced by social identity threat.

Keywords: threat; attributions; legitimacy; group-based emo-
tions; social identity; group identification; group
processes

Extensive theoretical and empirical work has investi-
gated the psychological consequences of perceiving a

threat to one’s own personal (Higgins, 1987) and social
identities (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). Among
others, threatening outcomes of intergroup comparisons
have been found to have an affective impact paralleling in
valence the effect exerted by interindividual comparisons
(e.g., McFarland & Ross, 1982; Miller & Ross, 1975;
Weiner, Russell, & Lerman, 1979; for a review, see
Collins, 1996): (un)pleasant to the extent that compari-
son outcomes are relatively self-(un)favorable (after Lang,
Bradley, & Cuthbert, 1998; for a review, see Ellemers &
Barreto, 2001). Accordingly, consistent with the motivational
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1957). This prior work shows that greater negative
affect is experienced when the individual attributes out-
comes of interpersonal comparisons that threaten per-
sonal identity to causes that are internal to the self (e.g.,
competence or morality) rather than to causes that are
external to the self (e.g., situation or chance).

Threat–Affect Relations as Moderated by Ingroup
Identification

At face value, this empirical pattern should extend to
comparison outcomes threatening social identity. Thus,
from a social identity perspective (Tajfel & Turner,
1979, 1986), it might be argued that people strongly
identifying with their group (i.e., high identifiers)
should experience emotions deriving from their group
membership more strongly than people for whom their
group membership is less essential (i.e., low identifiers).
In terms of attribution theory (Weiner, 1985), this sug-
gests that for threatening comparison outcomes to have
psychological consequences, a sufficiently high degree
of ingroup identification is needed to develop a sense of
ingroup rather than individual responsibility (cf. Terry
& Hogg, 1996; Weiner, 1985; for a review and discus-
sion, see Ellemers & Barreto, 2001).

Recent work suggests that this general pattern needs
to be qualified depending on the valence of the emotion
considered. Concerning negative affective reactions,
Branscombe et al. (1999) suggested that “precisely
because of the strength of their group identity, . . . [high
identifiers] are not always the most sensitive group
members to threats to their social identity value” (p. 49;
see also Ellemers et al., 2002). For example, die-hard
soccer fans can be expected to quickly discount even the
most inexcusable poor performance of their team.
Similarly, Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, and Manstead
(1998; see also Bizman, Yinon, & Krotman, 2001)
found that group-based negative emotions “are only
likely to be experienced by people who admit or accept
that their group has done something wrong in the first
place” (p. 879). These authors further argued that
because high identifiers are unlikely to accept a negative
interpretation of their group’s behavior, they use defen-
sive means of dealing with such a group-threatening sit-
uation by explaining away their group’s negative
behavior. Doing so prevents high identifiers from expe-
riencing the typically negative affective consequences of
social identity threat. Of relevance to the present con-
text, Doosje et al. (1998) also found empirical support
for the reverse argument: Because low identifiers are
typically more willing to accept the idea that their group
has done something wrong, they are less likely to dis-
play defensive reactions and are therefore more likely to
experience group-based negative emotions.

Together, this prior work suggests that only to the
extent that one does not identify with the group will an
ingroup-internal attribution for unfavorable outcomes
of intergroup comparisons (e.g., being told that a match
has been lost because the players were unable to coor-
dinate) not be efficiently discounted. For low but not
high identifiers, such a negative ingroup-internal attri-
bution will be perceived as a more serious identity
threat, leading in turn to a greater negative affective
response, than would an ingroup-external attribution
for unfavorable outcomes of intergroup comparisons
(e.g., being informed that the referee was unfair). No
prior research has tested this argument, and filling this
void was one of the aims of the current work.

Threat–Affect Relations as Moderated by Ingroup
Versus Outgroup Target of Attributional Internality

Prior research allows one to anticipate ingroup versus
outgroup target internality of attributions for ingroup
unfavorable comparison outcomes to be differentially
threatening for low and high identifiers, and thus to pro-
duce a corresponding differentially negative affective
response. Ingroup identification is positively associated
with perceived salience of relevant outgroups (cf. Tajfel
& Turner, 1979). As a consequence, high identifiers
should be particularly attuned to outgroup responsibility
(merits) rather than to ingroup responsibility (shortcom-
ings) for outcomes unfavorable to the ingroup. For die-
hard soccer fans, for example, information underlining
that their beloved team lost a match because the rival
team’s players were particularly good at coordinating
should lead them to experience greater negative affect
than information underlining that their beloved team’s
players kept making serious strategy mistakes throughout
the game. Accordingly, it is predicted that high but not
low identifiers experience negative affect when ingroup
unfavorable outcomes of intergroup comparisons are
attributed to an outgroup’s superior performance (an
outgroup-internal attribution) rather than to the
ingroup’s poorer performance (an ingroup-internal attri-
bution that, as noted previously, die-hard soccer fans can
be expected to quickly discount; Bizman et al., 2001;
Doosje et al., 1998).

Conversely, it is predicted that low identifiers will be
particularly attuned, and therefore affectively vulnera-
ble, to attributions highlighting ingroup unfavorable
outcomes of intergroup comparisons as being deter-
mined by ingroup shortcomings (an ingroup-internal
attribution) rather than by outgroup merits (an out-
group-internal attribution). As noted previously, because
low identifiers are typically more willing to accept the
idea that their group has done something wrong,
they are less likely to display defensive reactions and
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are therefore more likely to experience group-based
negative emotions (Doosje et al., 1998).

Threat–Affect Relations as Mediated by Perceived
Legitimacy of Status Differentials

Stangor and Ford (1992) suggested that although
individuals are motivated to favor themselves or their
group (intergroup bias), they are also attuned to social
reality and do not want to make claims that seem unwar-
ranted (see also Doosje, Spears, & Koomen, 1995;
Ellemers, Van Rijswijk, Roefs, & Simons, 1997; Spears
& Manstead, 1989). Thus, when a team is ranked low
in a competition, the inferred low standing of the group
is a fact that cannot be denied: Membership of this
group (the team) therefore cannot contribute to a posi-
tive social identity via intergroup bias. Accordingly, and
in line with the predictions of social identity theory
(Ellemers, 1993; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986), the per-
ceived legitimacy of ingroup–outgroup status differences
has been found to play an important role in determining
the quality of the negative reactions to intergroup threat
(e.g., Ellemers & Barreto, 2001; Ellemers, Barreto, &
Spears, 1999; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Weber,
Mummendey, & Waldzus, 2002). However, Tajfel and
Turner (1986) also point out the role of ingroup identi-
fication in moderating group members’ reactions when
the status of the ingroup is relatively low vis-à-vis a rel-
evant outgroup.

Accordingly, high identifiers should be more prone to
acknowledge legitimacy of ingroup unfavorable outcomes
of intergroup comparisons determined by outgroup mer-
its rather than by ingroup shortcomings. Conversely, low
identifiers should be more prone to acknowledge legiti-
macy of ingroup unfavorable outcomes of intergroup
comparisons determined by ingroup shortcomings rather
than by outgroup merits. Together, this leads to the final
prediction that the perceived legitimacy of the intergroup
status differential will mediate the respective effects
expected for low and high identifiers in Study 3.

STUDY 1

In Study 1, ingroup identification was measured and
locus of causal attributions was manipulated.
Specifically, in a competence-based comparison setting,
first, it was tested whether an ingroup-internal rather
than an outgroup-internal attribution for ingroup unfa-
vorable outcomes elicits greater negative affect when
ingroup identification is low but not when it is high.
Second, it was tested whether high (but not low) identi-
fiers experience greater negative affect under condi-
tions of outgroup-internal rather than ingroup-internal

attributions for threatening outcomes of intergroup
comparison.

Method

Participants and Design

Participants were 50 female high school students (M
age = 19.29) from Bolzano, Italy. This study capitalized
on a linguistically defined, naturally occurring ingroup
in selecting the experimental sample: The participants,
or ingroup members, belonged to the Italian-speaking
ethnic-linguistic population living in Bolzano (the main
town of the Italian South-Tyrol territory). The target
outgroup was defined as high school students who were
members of the German-speaking ethnic-linguistic pop-
ulation group living in the same town. The design was
a 2 (attributions: ingroup-internal vs. outgroup-internal)
× continuous measure (ingroup identification).

Procedure

After a regular lecture, students volunteering to par-
ticipate in a national survey were given a questionnaire
to fill out. Participants were told the study was being
conducted by a governmental agency to compare
school achievements of Italian-speaking students (the
participants’ ingroup) and German-speaking students
(the participants’ outgroup) attending high school in
Bolzano. First, ingroup identification was assessed.
Next, different types of bogus research results were
presented to participants across experimental condi-
tions, manipulating the perceived locus of the attribu-
tion made for the threatening information (Ellemers,
Wilke, & Van Knippenberg, 1993). Specifically, in the
ingroup-internal attribution condition, participants
were informed that ingroup unfavorable outcomes of
the intergroup comparison (poorer school achieve-
ments of fellow ingroup members) had been ascer-
tained to result from the lower mean amount of time
spent doing homework and lower number of books
read yearly by the local Italian-speaking high school
students. In the outgroup-internal attribution condi-
tion, participants were informed that ingroup unfavor-
able outcomes of the intergroup comparison (poorer
school achievements of fellow ingroup members) had
been ascertained to result from the higher mean
amount of time spent doing homework and higher
number of books read yearly by the local German-
speaking high school students. Subsequently, manipu-
lation checks were taken for the attributions made for
the intergroup comparison outcome.

Next, experienced negative affect was assessed. After
all participants had completed the questionnaire, they
were debriefed and thanked.
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Meaures

Ingroup identification. Participants were asked to
answer five items developed by Cadinu and Reggiori
(2002) to measure the level of identification with pro-
fessional groups (as adapted for the current ingroup,
i.e., Italian-speaking high school students in Bolzano).
Examples of the items on the identification scale were:
“I feel like a member of the category of Italian-speaking
high school students in Bolzano”; “I am proud to be an
Italian-speaking high school student in Bolzano”; “I
often think of myself as an Italian-speaking high school
student in Bolzano.” The identification scale showed
satisfactory internal consistency (alpha = .85).

Manipulation check. Participants were asked to
answer three items developed to measure whether attri-
butions for the ingroup unfavorable status differential
were more ingroup internal or outgroup internal (1 =
The reasons behind the facts emerging from the data
reported above have much more to do with reasons that
can be considered as being internal to Italian-speaking
high school students in Bolzano, 7 = The reasons behind
the facts emerging from the data reported above have
much more to do with reasons that can be considered as
being internal to German-speaking high school students
in Bolzano; alpha = .82).

Affect. Participants were administered the Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988). Specifically, they were asked to report
the extent to which each of 10 emotional adjectives
applied to how they were feeling at the moment.
Participants were instructed not to think too much about
their ratings and instead give quick, gut-level responses.
Because general, negative affective reactions were the
focus, negatively valenced and the reverse-scored posi-
tively valenced affective items were combined to provide
a single index of negative affect. This choice was vali-
dated by the results of a principal components analysis on
the 10 emotion items specifying that the factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1 should be retained. A one-
factor solution was extracted, accounting for 65% of the
variance. All factor loadings exceeded .69. The measure
had good internal consistency (alpha = .84). In sum,
when not otherwise noted, all responses were expressed
on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive Statistics

Concerning intercorrelations between the indepen-
dent variables, the attribution manipulation correlated
with the manipulation check (0.32, p < .05) and with

ingroup identification (–0.05, ns), whereas the manipu-
lation check correlated with ingroup identification
(0.23, ns).

Manipulation Checks

An ANOVA (attribution manipulation effect coding:
–1 = ingroup-internal, +1 = outgroup internal; ingroup
identification: continuous regressor) on the attribution
manipulation check scores revealed a significant main
effect of attribution, F(1, 49) = 4.76, p < .05, and no
other effects, Fs(1, 49) < 0.40, ps > .82. Participants in
the outgroup-internal attribution condition (M = 4.39,
SD = 0.70) reported to make more outgroup-internal
attributions than participants in the ingroup-internal
condition (M = 3.85, SD = 0.89).

Affect

It was expected that ingroup identification would
moderate the impact of causal attributions on negative
affect. Specifically, after receiving an ingroup-internal
attribution, weaker group identification was hypothe-
sized to be associated with greater negative affect. In
contrast, stronger group identification was predicted to
be associated with greater negative affect after receiving
an outgroup-internal attribution. To test this, an
ANOVA was conducted with the attribution manipula-
tion entered as a categorical factor (effect coding: –1 =
ingroup internal, +1 = outgroup internal) and ingroup
identification entered as a continuous regressor.
Negative affect was the dependent variable. In no
instance did the correlation between any two variables
approach the mean scale reliability (cf. Campbell &
Fiske, 1969). Thus, multicollinearity was not consid-
ered a threat to the stability of the analyses.

Neither main effect was significant: attribution condi-
tion, B = –0.14, SE = .45, t = –0.98, ns, and identification,
B = –0.02, SE = .19, t = –0.24, ns. However, as predicted,
the Attribution × Identification interaction was signifi-
cant, B = –0.37, SE = .14, t = –2.49, p < .05. Test of
simple slopes for the regression of attribution on negative
affect were performed at two levels of the manipulation
variable (cf. Aiken & West, 1991). Consistent with pre-
dictions, for participants in the ingroup-internal attribu-
tion condition, greater negative affect was associated
with weaker identification, B = –0.76, SE = .27, t(23) =
–2.83, p < .05. In contrast, as expected, for participants
in the outgroup-internal attribution condition, greater
negative affect was associated with stronger identifica-
tion, B = .47, SE = .14, t(27) = 3.27, p < .01.

Together, the results of Study 1 provide preliminary
support for the notion that low but not high identifiers
experience greater negative affect when they face a group-
internal attribution for threatening outcomes of intergroup
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comparison. Additionally, Study 1 provides evidence that
high identifiers are also sensitive, and therefore react neg-
atively, to an identity-threatening attributional context,
albeit a different one. Specifically, this is the case when
high identifiers attribute to the outgroup the causes of an
extant ingroup unfavorable status differential.

STUDY 2

A limitation of the preceding study was that a no-
threat control condition was absent. This allows for the
alternative explanation that the findings are not inher-
ently threat specific: Intergroup comparison by itself
may elicit anxious responses in group members irre-
spective of whether the outcomes are favorable or unfa-
vorable for the ingroup. If this is the case, similar
affective reactions may be expected for ingroup relative
success rather than failure. In addition, ingroup-internal
and outgroup-internal attributions for an extant
ingroup unfavorable status differential were induced in
participants by making specific reference to ingroup and
outgroup members as their sources, respectively. Study 2
addressed these limitations by including a control no-
threat condition in the research design and making spe-
cific reference to ingroup-internal and outgroup- internal
attributions for an ingroup unfavorable status differen-
tial as stemming from ingroup limitations and faults
and outgroup merits, respectively.

In Study 2, consistent with the theoretical framework
outlined in the introduction, no affective responses to
threat were expected in the no-threat control condition.
In contrast, under conditions of intergroup threat, it
was predicted that the more the ingroup unfavorable
status differential was attributed to ingroup-internal
causes (shortcomings) by low identifiers and to out-
group-internal causes (merits) by high identifiers, the
greater the subsequent negative affect.

Method

Overview and Participants

As in Study 1, ingroup identification was measured
beforehand. The manipulation of social identity threat
was instantiated by (non)threatening bogus informa-
tion. Specifically, its content regarded EU research
results concerning the relatively negative (threat condi-
tion), or the equally positive (no-threat condition),
stereotype of Italians (the participants’ ingroup)
allegedly held by the rest of the European population
relative to the stereotype of French people as a compar-
ison outgroup. Next, ingroup-internal attributions
(shortcomings) or outgroup-internal attributions (merits)

for the intergroup status (non)differential were assessed
to check whether, as predicted, they moderated the dif-
ferentially negative responses to identity-threatening
attributions that were expected as a function of partici-
pants’ ingroup identification. Participants were 40 male
Italian high school students (M age = 19.98).

Procedure and Measures

Ingroup identification. After a regular lecture,
students volunteering to participate in an EU survey
were given a questionnaire to fill out. In the question-
naire, participants were first asked to complete the
Doosje, Ellemers, and Spears (1995) four-item ingroup
identification scale (e.g., “I see myself as a [member of
Group X]”; “I am pleased to be a [member of Group
X]”) to measure participants’ level of ingroup identifi-
cation (alpha = .82).

Causal attributions. It was then assessed whether par-
ticipants in the (no-threat) threat condition attributed to
a greater extent an intergroup status (nondifferential) dif-
ferential to ingroup-internal causes (i.e., shortcomings) or
to outgroup-internal causes (i.e., merits). To this end,
participants were asked to answer the same three items
used in the attribution manipulation check in Study 1 as
adapted for the current target groups and operationaliza-
tion of ingroup- versus outgroup-internal causal attribu-
tions (1 = The reasons behind the facts emerging from the
data reported above have much more to do with [can be
considered as stemming from] [are the result of] Italians’
limits and faults than with French people’s merits and
qualifications [stemming from French people’s merits and
qualifications] [are the result of French people’s merits
and qualifications]; 7 = The reasons behind the facts
emerging from the data reported above have much more
to do with [can be considered as stemming from] [are the
result of] French people’s merits and qualifications than
with Italians’ limits and faults’ [stemming from Italians’
limits and faults] [are the result of Italians’ limits and
faults]; alpha = .71).

Finally, as in the preceding study, the post-manipula-
tion affective state was assessed (alpha = .89). To this
end, participants were administered the same items used
in the preceding study to assess negative affect. After all
participants had completed the questionnaire, they were
debriefed and thanked. All responses were expressed on
7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive Statistics

Concerning intercorrelations between the independent
variables used, the threat manipulation did not correlate
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with ingroup identification (0.09, ns) and with ingroup
and outgroup attributed internality (0.14, ns), whereas
ingroup identification did not correlate with ingroup
and outgroup attributed internality (–0.13, ns).

Preliminary Analyses

First, a one-way ANOVA (social identity threat:
threat vs. no threat) ascertained that the level of ingroup
identification did not differ across experimental condi-
tions (threat: M = 3.74, SD = 1. 20; no threat: M = 3.68,
SD = 1.02), F(1, 39) = 1.51, ns.

Affect

Consistent with the theoretical framework, under
conditions of intergroup threat, it was predicted that the
more the identity threat was attributed to ingroup-inter-
nal causes (shortcomings) by low identifiers and to out-
group-internal causes (merits) by high identifiers, the
greater the subsequent negative affect. To test this pre-
diction, an ANOVA was conducted with the identity
threat manipulation entered as a categorical factor (0 =
no threat, 1 = threat) and attributions and ingroup iden-
tification entered as a continuous regressor. Following
Aiken and West’s (1991) suggestion, scores for ingroup
identification and attribution were computed and stan-
dardized. Then these scores were entered into Step 1 of
the model, all two-way interaction terms were entered
into Step 2, and the three-way interaction term was
entered into Step 3. This model was tested with negative
affect as a dependent variable. In no instance did the
correlation between any two variables approach the
mean scale reliability (cf. Campbell & Fiske, 1969).
Thus, multicollinearity was not considered a threat to
the stability of the analyses.

In line with predictions, inspection of the parameter
estimates revealed that the Threat × Attribution ×
Identification interaction was significant, t(40) = 2.72, p <
.05. Neither main effects, ts(40) ≤ 1.62, ps < .12, nor
two-way interaction effects, ts < 0.13, ns, were found.
Following Aiken and West’s (1991) suggestion, to
decompose this three-way interaction, the computation
of the Attribution × Identification interaction was per-
formed and compared at the two levels of the manipu-
lation variable: for participants in the threat condition
and for participants in the no-threat control condition.
As expected, no main or interaction effects were found
for participants in the no-threat condition, Bs < .09, 
ts < 1, ns. In contrast, for participants in the threat con-
dition, the only significant effect was the expected inter-
action between identification and attribution on
reported negative affect, B =–0.59, SE = 0.18, t = –2.21,
p < .05. To decompose this interaction, tests of simple
slopes for the regression of attribution on negative

affect were performed by treating identification as a
dichotomous factor. Therefore, the slope for attribution
was computed separately for low-ingroup-identification
(–1 SD from the mean) and high-ingroup-identification
(+1 SD from the mean) participants allocated to the
threat condition (cf. Aiken & West, 1991). Then, the
results of these two sets of simple-slope analyses were
compared. As hypothesized, the more the identity threat
was attributed to ingroup-internal causes (shortcom-
ings) by low identifiers, B = –0.36, SE = 0.11, t = –2.44,
p < .05, and to outgroup-internal causes (merits) by
high identifiers, B = 0.31, SE = 0.22, t = 2.15, p < .05,
the greater the subsequent negative affect.

In sum, the results of Study 2 provided further sup-
port to the idea that low and high identifiers exhibit an
increased level of discomfort to the extent that they
make ingroup-internal and outgroup-internal causal
attributions, respectively, for an extant threatening
intergroup status differential. Specifically, two charac-
teristics of Study 2 rule out the alternative explanation
that the effects in Study 1 are not inherently threat
related. First, as predicted, in the current study no such
findings were observed in a control (no-threat) condi-
tion, which was missing from the research design in
Study 1. Second, the findings of Study 2 were replicated
despite the specific reference that was made, unlike in
Study 1, to ingroup-internal and outgroup-internal
attributions for a group unfavorable status differential
as stemming from ingroup limitations and outgroup
merits, respectively.

STUDY 3

Study 3 addressed three goals. First, it aimed at repli-
cating the pattern of results found in Studies 1 and 2
where low identifiers make ingroup-internal attributions
and high identifiers make outgroup-internal attributions
for a threatening intergroup status differential. Second, it
tested the argument that perceived legitimacy of the
intergroup status differential mediates the effects found
in Studies 1 and 2. On the one hand, low identifiers are
typically more willing than high identifiers to accept the
idea that their group has done something wrong (Doosje
et al., 1998). On the other, high identifiers are more sen-
sitive than low identifiers to the characteristics of any
relevant outgroup that is present in the intergroup con-
text (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Accordingly, low identi-
fiers should be more prone to acknowledge the
legitimacy of ingroup unfavorable outcomes of inter-
group comparisons determined by ingroup shortcomings
rather than by outgroup merits. Conversely, high identi-
fiers should be more prone to acknowledge the legiti-
macy of ingroup unfavorable outcomes of intergroup
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comparisons determined by outgroup merits rather than
by ingroup shortcomings. Together, this leads to the
final prediction that perceived legitimacy of the inter-
group status differential will mediate the respective
effects expected for low and high identifiers in Study 3.
Finally, potential sampling bias in the preceding studies
was addressed by using different types of target groups:
academic rather than ethnic groups (Study 1) or
national groups (Study 2).

Method

Participants and Design

In the present study, the participants were 86 female
psychology students (M age = 19.47) from the
University of Trento, Italy. The design was similar to
Study 2 except for one difference: The target ingroup
and outgroup were defined as psychology and medicine
students, respectively. Both the operationalization of
causal attributions and the threat manipulation were
the same as in the preceding study. Prior research on the
consequences of intergroup threat has successfully used
the traditionally intense rival relationship between psy-
chology and medicine students (e.g., Cadinu &
Reggiori, 2002). In addition, the content of the threat-
ening bogus information provided to participants allo-
cated to the threat condition was rooted in social
reality; indeed, medicine students are stereotypically
seen as more academic, and thus more competent, than
psychology students (Cadinu & Reggiori, 2002).

Procedure and Measures

The procedure was similar to Study 2 except for one
difference: Immediately before measurement of the affec-
tive responses, perceived legitimacy of the intergroup
status differential was assessed. To this end, participants
were administered the same three items as in Study 1 as
adapted for the current type of target groups (I think it is
justified [right] [legitimate] that medicine students are
considered better than psychology ones; alpha = .81).

After all participants had completed the questionnaire,
they were debriefed and thanked. In sum, except for these
latter three items, all measures were identical to those
used in Study 2, with responses expressed on 7-point
scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).

Results and Discussion

Preliminary Analysis

First, a one-way ANOVA (social identity threat:
threat vs. no threat) ascertained that the level of ingroup
identification did not differ across the different experi-
mental conditions (threat: M = 3.66, SD = 0.48; no
threat: M = 3.56, SD = 0.72), F(1, 85) = 0.34, ns.
Intercorrelations between the independent variables
used are shown in Table 1.

Affect

To test predictions, an ANOVA was conducted with
the identity threat manipulation entered as a categorical
factor (0 = no threat, 1 = threat) and causal attributions
as well as ingroup identification entered as a continuous
regressor. Following Aiken and West’s (1991) sugges-
tion, scores for ingroup identification and attribution
were again computed and standardized. Then these
scores were entered into Step 1 of the model, all two-
way interaction terms were entered into Step 2, and the
three-way interaction term was entered into Step 3.
Negative affect was the dependent variable. In no
instance did the correlation between any two variables
approach the mean scale reliability (cf. Campbell &
Fiske, 1969). Thus, multicollinearity was not consid-
ered a threat to the stability of the analyses.

Results for negative affect revealed neither main
effects, ts(86) < 1.28, ns, nor two-way interaction effects,
ts < –1.40, ns. More important, in line with predictions,
the analysis revealed a significant interaction among
threat, attribution, and identification, t(86) = 2.34, 
p < .05. To decompose this three-way interaction, the
Attribution × Identification interaction was computed
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TABLE 1: Zero-Order Correlations, Study 3

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. Threat manipulation (0 = no threat, 1 = threat) —
2. Ingroup identification 0.12 —
3. Ingroup/outgroup attributed internality 0.15 –0.12 —
4. Perceived legitimacy 0.14 0.19 –0.08 —
M 3.61 4.91 3.66 3.83
SD 0.60 0.15 0.46 0.34

NOTE: N = 86.
*p < .05.
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separately for participants in the threat condition and for
participants in the no-threat (control) condition. In line
with predictions, no effects were found for participants in
the no-threat condition, ts(40) < 1.15, ps < .28. In con-
trast, for participants in the threat condition, the
expected Attribution × Identification interaction was
found, t(46) = 2.10, p < .05. No other effects were signif-
icant, ts(46) < –1.16, ps < .25. Tests of simple slopes for
the regression of attribution on negative affect were com-
puted separately for low-ingroup-identification (–1 SD
from the mean) versus high-ingroup-identification (+1
SD from the mean) participants (cf. Aiken & West,
1991). This showed that more negative affect was expe-
rienced, the more the threat to the group identity was
attributed to ingroup-internal causes (shortcomings) by
low identifiers, B = –0.51, SE = .20, t(24) = –2.54, p <
.05, and to outgroup-internal causes (merits) by high
identifiers, B = .42, SE = .21, t(22) = 2.02, p < .05.

Mediation Analysis

To test the hypothesis that the effects observed among
low- and high-identification participants under condi-
tions of identity threat were mediated by the perceived
legitimacy of the intergroup status differential, the proce-
dure indicated by Mueller, Judd, and Yzerbyt (2005) was
used. This choice was driven by the fact that in the cur-
rent study the mediator was predicted to drive the effects
of both slopes of the moderator (identification) on the
criterion, which is different from the simple-mediation
procedure proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986).

The Mueller et al. (2005) procedure involves three
separate regression analyses (see Table 2). The first analy-
sis revealed, as previously indicated, the Attribution ×
Identification interaction on negative affect, B = .41,
SE = .19, p < .05. The second analysis showed that the
Attribution × Identification interaction predicted legiti-
macy (the mediator), B = –0.38, SE = .16, p < .05. The
third analysis revealed that when the Identification ×
Legitimacy (Moderator × Mediator) interaction, legiti-
macy (the mediator) and the Attribution × Identification

(independent variable × the moderator) interaction were
simultaneously entered in a regression model predicting
negative affect, the effect of the Identification ×
Legitimacy interaction was nonsignificant, B = –0.02,
SE = .54, p < .61. In contrast, the effect of legitimacy
was significant, B = –0.75, SE = .20, p < .01, whereas
the Attribution × Identification interaction became non-
significant, B = .20, SE = .17, p < .25. This reduction in
the predictive value of the moderation of the main effect
of attribution (the independent variable) by identifica-
tion (the moderator) on negative affect (from B = .41 to
B = .20) was significant by Sobel’s (1982) test (z =
–2.01, p < .05).

Once it was ascertained that the effect of the omnibus
Attribution × Identification interaction on negative affect
was mediated by perceived legitimacy of the ingroup unfa-
vorable status differential, simple mediation of the effects
previously reported for low and high identifiers was
tested. Two separate simple-mediation analyses were con-
ducted for low- and high-ingroup identification partici-
pants (cf. Baron & Kenny, 1986). Among low identifiers,
the analysis revealed that attributions (the predictor) were
negatively related to negative affect, B = –0.51, SE = .20,
p < .05, and to legitimacy, B = –0.41,SE = .11, p < .05.
When the effect of legitimacy was controlled for by enter-
ing it into the regression model, the path from legitimacy
to negative affect was significant, B = 1.17, SE = .43, p <
.05. However, the direct path from attribution to negative
affect was no longer reliable, B = –0.29,SE = .18, p < .14.
This reduction in the predictive value of attribution was
significant (z = –2.19, p < .05).

Among high identifiers, the analysis revealed a sig-
nificant effect of attributions on negative affect, B = .42,
SE = .21, p < .05, and on legitimacy, B = .40, SE = .10,
p < .05. When the effect of legitimacy was controlled
for, the path from legitimacy to negative affect was
highly significant, B = 1.92, SE = .18, p < .001..

However, the direct path from attribution to negative
affect was no longer reliable, B = .01,SE = .07, p < .70.
This reduction in the predictive value of attribution was
significant (z = 3.74, p < .001).
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TABLE 2: Mediated–Moderation Analysis, Study 3

Criterion Criterion Criterion
Negative Affect Legitimacy Negative Affect

Predictors B (t) B (t) B (t)

X: Ingroup/outgroup internality –0.01 (–0.32) –0.01 (–0.52) –0.15 (–0.92)
MOD: Ingroup identification –0.19 (–1.18) 0.18 (1.18) –0.01 (–0.27)
X*MOD: Internality*Identification 0.41 (2.10)* –0.38 (–2.08)* 0.20 (1.19)
MED: Perceived legitimacy –0.75 (–3.72)**
MED*MOD: Legitimacy*Identification –0.28 (–0.53)

ΝΟΤΕ: X = predictor variable; MOD = moderator variable; MED = mediator variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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All in all, results are similar to those of Studies 1 and
2 for low identifiers making ingroup-internal attribu-
tions and for high identifiers making outgroup-internal
attributions. The present study also shows that per-
ceived legitimacy of the intergroup status differential
mediates the effects of threat on negative affect.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Despite calls for more research in this area (e.g.,
Hewstone, 1990; Ouwerkerk & Ellemers, 2002), the
moderating role of causal attributions on the affective
consequences of social identity threat has received lim-
ited attention in empirical studies. The present article
attempted to fill this gap by providing new insights into
the interactive roles of attributions for threatening inter-
group comparisons and ingroup identification. Across
three studies, it was demonstrated that under manipu-
lated conditions of intergroup threat, greater negative
affect is experienced to the extent that low ingroup
identifiers make an ingroup-internal attribution rather
than an outgroup-internal attribution, and high ingroup
identifiers make an outgroup-internal attribution rather
than an ingroup-internal attribution for outcomes of
intergroup comparison that threaten their social iden-
tity. It was further demonstrated that such effects are
mediated by the perceived legitimacy of ingroup–
outgroup status differences that result from their reflect-
ing social reality (i.e., actual differences in the groups’
standing on a relevant comparison dimension).

The results of the current research are consistent with
the argument that causal attributions are important mod-
erators of the subjective experience of social life (e.g.,
Weiner, 1985, 1986, 1995). In addition, they are in line
with theoretical (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999) and
empirical (e.g., Bizman et al., 2001; Doosje et al., 1998)
work showing that ingroup identification moderates the
affective consequences of social identity threat. Finally,
the current results support the notion that perceiving
intergroup status differentials as legitimate (i.e., actual
differences in the groups’ standing on a relevant compar-
ison dimension) is an important psychological factor
underpinning such group-level responses (Ellemers &
Barreto, 2001; Ellemers et al., 1999; Weber et al., 2002).

The present work contributes to the literature in two
ways. First, the result that negative affect is experienced
as a consequence of making internal attributions for
social identity threat to the ingroup for low identifiers
and to the outgroup for high identifiers extends previ-
ous evidence from research conducted at the interper-
sonal level (e.g., McFarland & Ross, 1982) to the
domain of intergroup relations. Furthermore, the affec-
tive consequences of the ingroup versus outgroup locus

of the cause dimension of attributions under conditions
of intergroup threat have not been demonstrated before.
Likewise, the present demonstration of the moderating
role played by ingroup identification, and of the medi-
ating role of perceived legitimacy in those processes, is
also novel. As such, the present work highlights the
important roles played by both ingroup identification
and perceived legitimacy of status differences for psy-
chological processes that take place in contexts where
people’s social identity value is at stake.

A potential limitation of the present research relates to
the attribution measure in Studies 2 and 3. Specifically, a
bipolar scale was used to assess whether participants allo-
cated to the social identity threat condition attributed the
threatening information more to the limitations of the
ingroup (one scale pole) or to the merits of the compari-
son outgroup (the other scale pole). Future work should
ascertain whether the present findings are replicated
when these two types of related constructs are measured
using two scales (with one assessing each of them) rather
than a single scale. It should be noted, however, that in
the current research relative ingroup internality and rela-
tive outgroup internality of intergroup attributions are
conceived of as inversely related by definition; thus, the
use of a bipolar scale seems appropriate.

There are promising avenues for follow-up research.
Specifically, in the current work, target-group internality
for social identity threat and group identification were
found to interact in producing discomfort. This finding is
consistent with the prediction of self-categorization
theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell,
1987) that low identifiers are more likely to self-catego-
rize at the individual level than at the group level. As a
consequence, relative to high identifiers, low identifiers
should be more likely to perceive ingroup unfavorable
comparison outcomes as being diagnostic for their own
evaluation as individuals than as members of a group
with which they scarcely identify. This argument is con-
sistent with prior suggestions (e.g., Deaux, 1984) that
external but not internal categorization as a member of
a social group is perceived as threatening because this
implies indications of personal, rather than ingroup
members’, poor competence. In turn, this notion is con-
sistent with the proposed argument that low but not
high identifiers under such conditions experience nega-
tive affect (see Barreto & Ellemers, 2003, for a related
discussion). In a similar vein, Spears, Doosje, and
Ellemers (1997) found that, in a context that implied a
devalued group membership, low identifiers were
unwilling to self-stereotype as members of that group.
This evidence is consistent with a specific interpretation
of our finding that target-group internality for social
identity threat and group identification interact in pro-
ducing discomfort. Specifically, target internality of
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attributions may pose distinct types of threat to self
(Branscombe et al., 1999) as a function of the level of
identification with the group in question, namely, a
social categorization threat for low identifiers and a
social identity value threat for high identifiers (cf.
Barreto & Ellemers, 2003). Future research should
explore the empirical tenability of this speculation.

A final note is in order regarding an attributional
dimension other than the one considered in the present
article (locus of control), namely, controllability
(Kelley, 1967, 1973). Efficacy-based approaches to
well-being view this latter state as influenced by the per-
ception of control over one’s outcomes (e.g., Bandura,
1997). People are likely to view social group member-
ship as a stable attribute on which they can thus exert
low control. As a consequence, the difficult enterprise of
changing one’s standing on this attribute will require
considerable time and energy (cf. Arnkelsson & Smith,
2000). Consistent with efficacy-based theoretical per-
spectives, for experimental scenarios involving partici-
pants’ perceptions of the relatively negative social status
of their group vis-à- vis a relevant outgroup, unpleasant
affect should therefore be a likely by-product. The
empirical tenability of this speculation seems worth
exploring in future research.

In conclusion, the results of the present research
point to the importance of taking group members’s
intergroup attributions into account in terms of (ingroup
vs. outgroup) target group internality when considering
the relationship between the level of group identification
and negative affective responses to social identity threat
because they may moderate this relationship via the
mediation of perceived legitimacy of the threatening
intergroup status differential.
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