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When atrocities have been committed by one’s group against 
another, reestablishing positive intergroup relations is an 
essential, but challenging, process. Often, this process 
requires that group members from the offending group take 
action to correct these transgressions. Critical emotions 
toward one’s group, such as collective guilt, can play an 
important role in motivating this kind of action (Doosje, 
Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998, 2004; Wohl & 
Branscombe, 2008). However, the experience of collective 
guilt is relatively rare (Iyer, Leach, & Pedersen, 2004; Wohl, 
Branscombe, & Klar, 2006), in part because it can conflict 
with group members’ motivation to maintain a positive group 
identity (Branscombe & Miron, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). Thus, the question of how to motivate group mem-
bers, particularly those who are strongly identified with their 
group, to feel collective guilt and take action against trans-
gressions committed by their group is of great theoretical and 
applied value because high identifiers often have more 
authority and influence within a group and thus can be more 
influential on other group members, and their criticism of 
group actions is often perceived more positively (Hornsey, 
Grice, Jetten, Paulsen, & Callan, 2007; Hornsey, Trembath, 
& Gunthorpe, 2004; Wirtz & Doosje, 2013). Thus, high 

identifiers may have potential to be more effective at correct-
ing group transgressions.

In-group Transgressions, Collective 
Guilt, and Identification

In-group transgressions are actions undertaken by the in-
group that are harmful to another group (Branscombe et al., 
1999). Research on psychological factors that can motivate 
group members to take action to correct these transgressions 
has focused primarily on collective guilt, although collective 
shame and in-group-directed anger have also been consid-
ered as motivators of action (Gunn & Wilson, 2011; Iyer, 
Schmader, & Lickel, 2007). Collective guilt is experienced 
when one perceives the in-group as having violated a moral 
standard and as responsible for harming another group. For 
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example, researchers have found that collective guilt can be 
experienced over past misdeeds of the group such as colo-
nialism (Doosje et  al., 1998), as well as current ongoing 
transgressions, such as harm to innocent civilians caused by 
the Iraq War (Iyer et al., 2007; Wohl & Branscombe, 2008). 
Unlike personal guilt, collective guilt is experienced for 
deeds that one did not directly commit, but because one is 
associated with the perpetrators by group membership 
(Branscombe & Miron, 2004; Doosje et al., 1998; Wohl & 
Branscombe, 2008).

Given the vicarious nature of collective guilt, it is gener-
ally predicated on some level of identification with the group 
(Doosje et al., 1998; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000; Roccas, 
Klar, & Livitain, 2006). In other words, individuals need to 
identify at some level as members of the perpetrating group 
to feel morally implicated by transgressions committed by a 
group or its representatives. At the same time, strong identi-
fication with the in-group also makes recognition of the in-
group’s negative actions less likely because of one’s need to 
maintain a positive group identity, thus decreasing collective 
guilt (Branscombe, Slugoski, & Kappen, 2004; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979).

Indeed, prior research has found that high identifiers often 
react defensively to information regarding in-group trans-
gressions, both when it is stated as objective information 
(Branscombe, 1998) and when confronted with these trans-
gressions by the victimized group (Peetz, Gunn, & Wilson, 
2010; Sahdra & Ross, 2007). A large body of research has 
shown that high identifiers can often use a number of psy-
chological mechanisms to justify, deny, or distance them-
selves from group wrongdoing to protect their positive 
identity (see Branscombe & Miron, 2004; Knowles, Lowery, 
Chow, & Unzueta, 2014 for reviews). Thus, this need to pro-
tect the group identity often leads high identifiers to avoid 
recognition of their group’s wrongdoing and thus to express 
less willingness to correct it, highlighting the need for inter-
ventions capable of overcoming or redirecting this motiva-
tion to induce collective guilt among high identifiers.

When Do Highly Identified Group 
Members Challenge Group Actions?

In the current research, we propose that under the right cir-
cumstances, this same motivation to maintain a positive 
group image can be leveraged to lead high identifiers to chal-
lenge (rather than justify) in-group transgressions. To under-
stand how to motivate high identifiers to challenge the 
actions of their group, we drew from intragroup perspectives 
on dissent. Most research on collective guilt has focused on 
the intergroup nature of transgressions, that is, how it affects 
relations between the victim and perpetrator groups. 
However, transgressions also cause intragroup concerns, that 
is, how it might affect one’s own group. For example, Iyer 
et al. (2007) showed that portraying transgression as reflect-
ing the group’s character can shift the focus of members’ 

responses to questions of collective self-definition and image 
management, that is, more intragroup concerns. In addition, 
Sullivan, Landau, Branscombe, Rothschild, and Cronin 
(2013) found that focusing on how in-group transgressions 
caused direct harm to the in-group increased collective guilt, 
because harm to the self was more difficult to legitimize. 
Although Iyer et al. (2007) and Sullivan et al. (2013) did not 
focus on the role of identification, we propose that this per-
spective and intragroup perspectives more generally might 
be particularly informative for understanding how to moti-
vate high identifiers to correct transgressions.

Although research on dissent within groups does not usu-
ally address collective guilt, it does consider a key process 
that can lead to guilt: when group members will challenge 
and criticize actions of the group (see Jetten & Hornsey, 
2014 for a review). Interestingly, this literature finds that 
high identifiers are often more willing to engage in dissent 
and criticism because they are more invested in the group 
(Packer, 2008; Packer & Chasteen, 2010). High identifiers 
also may feel more secure in their ability to criticize without 
paying a high social cost (Hornsey et al., 2004) and might 
also care more about correcting the group’s wrongdoing 
(given its central part in their self-concept). These findings 
suggest that under the right circumstances, high identifiers 
could feel collective guilt, possibly be even more motivated 
to engage in action to correct group transgressions. However, 
insights from this literature have not yet been applied to 
work on collective guilt.

According to Packer’s normative model of dissent 
(2008), high identified group members will take action to 
challenge the actions of their group when they perceive 
these actions to be in conflict with some normative standard 
of behavior, usually the group’s own norms (Packer, 2008; 
Packer & Chasteen, 2010). When group members feel the 
group has taken actions that violate its central norms and 
values, they will be motivated to criticize these actions and 
attempt to change the group’s behavior. From this perspec-
tive, the question then becomes how to induce normative 
conflict regarding in-group transgressions among high iden-
tifiers, even when high identifiers tend to deny or justify 
group transgressions.

Under most circumstances, high identifiers are more 
likely to support and abide by the actions and decisions of the 
group. In keeping with this, research has shown that strongly 
identified group members are only likely to dissent in 
response to a particular form of normative conflict, specifi-
cally when they see group norms or actions are harmful to 
the group itself (Packer & Chasteen, 2010). Because high 
identifiers are particularly invested in the group and care 
about the good of the group, this perception of harm leads 
them to challenge whether these actions are really in line 
with the groups norms and take action to correct these actions 
to protect the group. Thus, high identifiers may feel that the 
group is harming its own image or interests precisely because 
it is failing to live up to its own standards and values (e.g., 
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Sani & Reicher, 1998, 1999; Sani & Todman, 2002) and thus 
take action to correct these harmful actions.

Group Moral Image Threat

Drawing on these ideas, we propose that the potential threat 
of transgressions to the moral image of the group can lead 
highly identified group members to see transgressions as 
harming the group, thus inducing normative conflict and 
criticism. Moral image threat involves concern over wrong-
doings committed by the in-group against another group that 
might damage the in-group’s reputation as good and moral 
(Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 
2002). High power group members are particularly sensitive 
to threats to their moral image. According to the needs-based 
model of reconciliation (Shanbel & Nadler, 2008), advan-
taged or perpetrator groups are particularly concerned about 
whether they are perceived as moral by other groups. This 
can stem both from basic needs for social acceptance and 
from the perception that the group’s privileged status in part 
depends on the group being perceived as moral (Mashuri, 
van Leeuwen, & Hanurawan, 2016). As a result, those highly 
identified with high power groups are particularly motivated 
to maintain their moral image in the eyes of other groups 
because the loss of their moral image could lead to exclusion 
of their group or potential loss of their privileged status. In 
the international sphere, this could take the form of exclusion 
from the United Nations or other higher level international 
bodies or agreements or in the specific case of the U.S. loss 
of support for the current, U.S.-led international order.

Therefore, our perspective considers intragroup concerns 
that stem from a threat that has to do with how other third-
party groups, not the transgressed group, view one’s group. 
Because the image of the group ultimately rests on the per-
ceptions of others, we suggest that moral image threat is less 
susceptible to psychological mechanisms usually used to 
deal with the threatening aspects of in-group transgressions. 
Prior research has shown that high identifiers often use psy-
chological mechanisms such as rationalization, moral disen-
gagement, or moral justification to reduce the threat of 
transgressions to their personal identity (see Leidner, 
Castano, Zaiser, & Giner-Sorolla, 2010; Roccas et al., 2006; 
Tarrant, Branscombe, Warner, & Weston, 2012). These 
mechanisms usually lead to a lack of guilt among high iden-
tifiers, but we suggest that these mechanisms are less capable 
of reducing a threat to the group’s moral image, and thus, 
image threat can raise levels of guilt among high identifiers. 
For example, denying the existence of the transgression or 
internally rationalizing it does little to repair the image of the 
group in the eyes of others (Knowles et al., 2014). Thus, to 
restore their moral image in the eyes of other groups, group 
members may need to take action to change how they are 
perceived.

Although this hypothesis has not been directly tested, 
there is research that indirectly suggests that group members 

will take action in an attempt to correct their external image. 
For example, while White Americans are usually less sup-
portive of affirmative action when it is framed as hurting the 
in-group, Lowery, Chow, Knowles, and Unzueta (2012) 
showed that this pattern could be reversed by framing 
inequality as the result of White privilege. In the privilege 
condition, Whites were especially supportive of a policy 
described as hurting the White in-group, indicating that to 
reduce the threat of privilege to the group’s positive esteem, 
Whites were even willing to support policies costly to their 
group. In addition, research from the field of meta-stereo-
types supports the idea that individuals are concerned with 
how other groups think of their group and are even willing to 
take action to change these perceptions. Meta-stereotypes are 
a person’s beliefs regarding how out-group members per-
ceive his or her own group (Vorauer, Main, & O’Connell, 
1998). Research on meta-stereotypes has found that high 
power group members are particularly concerned with per-
ceptions of morality (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; Vorauer & 
Sakamoto, 2008) that they will engage in costly helping 
behavior when a negative meta-stereotype is induced 
(Hopkins et al., 2007), and this effect is mediated by concern 
for the group’s image (van Leeuwen & Täuber, 2012). This 
provides evidence that concerns with how one’s group is per-
ceived by others are linked to action to correct these percep-
tions. However, this body of research has not demonstrated 
that image threat–related concerns are capable of motivating 
collective guilt and collective action in the context of in-
group transgressions when the group is under threat and 
there are strong motivations for group members to avoid col-
lective guilt and corrective action.

In sum, we propose that in-group transgressions that are 
presented as highly threatening to the group’s moral image 
can lead high identifiers to see the transgression as harmful 
to the group and thus induce normative conflict. Drawing 
from the normative conflict model, we suggest that norma-
tive conflict, and thus collective guilt, can be induced by 
focusing on harm done to the in-group and its image. 
Although research on collective guilt often focuses on how 
appraisals of responsibility for harm to the out-group induce 
guilt (Doosje et al., 1998; Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, 
& Ames, 2005), we suggest guilt can also be triggered by 
concern from harm to the in-group’s image via normative 
conflict. As high identifiers are particularly motivated to 
maintain a positive group image (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1979), they should see this threat to the 
group’s image as harmful to the group. This should induce 
normative conflict because high identifiers are most likely to 
feel normative conflict when they see the group’s actions as 
harmful to the group (Packer, 2008). Normative conflict in 
turn should help facilitate collective guilt because it is essen-
tially an appraisal of the action as a violation of norms, spe-
cifically the group’s norms. Although there are other 
appraisals that need to be present in order for guilt to occur, 
namely, responsibility and harm, norm violation is a core 
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appraisal of collective guilt, so activating this appraisal by 
inducing normative conflict should help facilitate the experi-
ence of collective guilt. Collective guilt should then drive 
action to correct the in-group’s transgression. Altogether, this 
makes inducing image threat an effective way to motivate 
high identifiers to take action against in-group transgressions 
by inducing normative conflict.

This expands on the current literature in a number of 
important ways. First, it suggests a novel theory-based inter-
vention for inducing collective guilt among those highly 
identified with the group and thus, motivating them to take 
action to correct in-group transgressions. Because of their 
greater influence and authority within a group, motivating 
high identifiers maybe particularly important for correcting 
transgressions. Second, it proposes group image threat as 
new mechanism to induce collective guilt and motivate 
action among high identifiers. Although this is based on 
research on meta-stereotypes, which shows that group mem-
bers will take action to change their group’s image, this 
research was not conducted in the context of intergroup 
transgressions, where the group members are often moti-
vated to justify the transgression or where the transgression 
may have been committed in pursuit of another group goal. 
In addition, while Lowery et al. (2012) found that inequality 
framed as in-group advantage threatens group members’ 
esteem for their group and thus motivates support for affir-
mative action, however, it did not investigate whether a 
similar concern for the esteem of the group could be trig-
gered by a threat to the group’s image and did not examine 
whether this could motivate collective action behavior 
rather than just policy support. Third, it integrates the nor-
mative conflict model of dissent and other more intragroup 
perspectives with the more intergroup focused literature on 
collective guilt.

The Current Study

To test these ideas, we conducted four studies in the context of 
the American War on Terror. Specifically, we chose the issue 
of the Guantanamo Bay detention center, as it has been the 
focus of a long-standing debate about American conduct in the 
War on Terror. Furthermore, it could be seen as violating 
important American norms, such as the right to due process 
and a speedy trial as well as humane treatment of prisoners. 
Therefore, it was an ideal issue to examine whether image 
threat could increase perceptions of normative conflict. 
Initially, we manipulated external image threat based on meth-
ods modified from those used previously by Iyer et al. (2007). 
In the low image threat condition, transgressions that occurred 
at Guantanamo were presented, but a situational attribution 
was made for the transgressions (external attribution). In the 
high image threat condition, participants were told that mem-
bers of an external group (Europeans) felt that these same 
transgressions reflected Americans’ immoral character (inter-
nal attribution). According to attribution theory (Heider, 1958), 

internal attributions should be more threatening because they 
more deeply link the transgression to the nature and intentions 
of the group. We chose Europeans as an external, third-party 
group, rather than the group that was transgressed to deliver the 
criticism, because we wanted participants to remain in a more 
intragroup mind-set, that is, focused on managing their identity 
and how it is perceived rather than specifically relations with 
the victimized group.

We hypothesized that for high identifiers, the high image 
threat condition will cause higher levels of normative conflict 
compared to the low image threat condition, thus leading to 
more collective guilt and collective action. Although they are 
not the focus of this research, we predict that low identifiers 
will not be highly affected by the manipulation of image 
threat, because they are less concerned with the group’s image 
and overall will exhibit higher levels of normative conflict, 
collective guilt, and collective action and they are not as 
strongly identified with the group and thus exhibit less defen-
siveness. Therefore, merely reading about an in-group trans-
gression (whether it is image threatening or not) should lead 
to normative conflict, collective guilt, and action.

In the first study, we aimed to validate that manipulation 
induced normative conflict among high identifiers. In the 
second and third studies, we aimed to replicate the effect on 
normative conflict, while examining its downstream effects 
on collective guilt and collective action aimed at correcting 
the in-group transgression. In the fourth study, we aimed to 
address some possible confounds in the manipulation and 
again replicate the hypothesized effects. We further assessed 
additional emotions (collective shame and in-group-directed 
anger) relevant for the image threat and for collective action.

Study 1

This study aimed to provide an initial test of our hypothesis 
that a manipulation of image threat would induce normative 
conflict among high identifiers. This step is critical given 
that no prior work has examined the connection between 
image threat and normative conflict.

Method

Participants and procedure.  Through Amazon’s Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk), 161 participants volunteered to participate in 
this study (this study was conducted as a part of an under-
graduate research project, and thus, the sample size was 
determined by budgetary constraints). Participants were paid 
50 cents for completing the study. We excluded 10 partici-
pants who did not take the study seriously (indicated by the 
fact that spent less than 30 s reading the manipulation article 
and answered two questions they were asked to leave blank) 
from analysis. This left a sample of 152 participants (84 
women, M

age
 = 38.68 years, 124 Caucasian, 15 African 

American, and 12 other). Participants first completed the 
scale measuring identification. They were then randomly 
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assigned to read either the high or low image threat article, 
which was followed by scales measuring group image threat, 
normative conflict, and demographics.

Materials and measures
Group Identification Scale.  This scale was adapted from 

Roccas et  al. (2006), changing “Israeli” and “Israel” to 
“American” and “America.” Eight items measured attach-
ment and eight items measured glorification, because all 
results followed the same pattern for glorification and attach-
ment we combined them into a single scale measuring identi-
fication (α = .95); we also report results for each component 
separately (in “Notes” section) although factor analysis did 
not support the glorification–attachment structure. On this 
and all other scales, participants indicated their agreement 
with each of the items on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7). Sam-
ple items for attachment and glorification are, respectively, 
“Being American is an important part of my identity” and 
“America is better than other nations in all respects.”

Group image threat manipulation.  Participants read an 
approximately 650-word article about the Guantanamo Bay 
Detention Center and examples of physical abuse of prisoners 
committed by American soldiers. The first section of the arti-
cle was created from excerpts from a report published by the 
Center for Constitutional Rights (2006) about the abuses that 
occurred at Guantanamo. It described how inmates at Guan-
tanamo have been detained indefinitely without legal rights, 
as well as types of abuse that have occurred at Guantanamo 
(physical, psychological, etc.); it also described an unneces-
sary beating of a prisoner as a specific example of abuse. This 
specific example was included because specific examples 
are more convincing than general descriptions (Guadagno, 
Rhoads, & Sagarin, 2011), and thus. we predicted that this 
would increase the potential of the manipulation to induce 
collective guilt. The second section was designed to threaten 
participants’ group image based on the methods of Iyer et al. 
(2007). This paragraph highlighted the negative responses 
of Europeans to Guantanamo Bay. In the high image threat 
condition, Europeans made stable internal attributions for the 
abuse, saying, “The abuse in Guantanamo and other Ameri-
can policies reveal the imperialistic and unjust character of 
Americans.” In the low image threat1 condition, Europeans 
made situational attributions for abuse, citing the effects of 
the war on terror, saying, “It’s unfortunate that Americans 
have been forced to commit these actions because of war, but 
I think Americans are generally good people. In the end, it is 
just their actions in this war that are unjust.”

Unlike Iyer et al. (2007), we did not use the out-group that 
the in-group transgressed against to deliver the criticism. Rather, 
we used an uninvolved third-party group to deliver the image 
threat. We suggest that image threat from another group is more 
likely to be perceived as harmful to the in-group, increasing the 
likelihood that it would induce normative conflict and thus 

collective guilt. Specifically, we chose Europeans for a number 
of reasons. First, the Americans are not currently in any serious 
conflict with Europeans and they are generally seen as allies, 
and thus, their opinion of the U.S. is likely to carry some weight. 
In addition, Americans do not generally hold significant nega-
tive stereotypes of Europeans (at least in comparison to Arabs, 
Africans, etc.), which could lead to discounting of their opinion. 
Finally, we chose an aggregate group (i.e., Europeans) rather 
than a specific national group (e.g., British) because we felt this 
would pose a more significant image threat.

Group image threat.  Two items (“While reading the arti-
cle, I felt that the violence committed against prisoners in 
Guantanamo makes Americans look bad” and “While read-
ing the article, I felt that that the violence committed against 
prisoners in Guantanamo have led other people to have a 
negative view of my country”) served as a manipulation 
check to ensure that the two articles produced differing lev-
els of image threat (r = .67).

Normative Conflict Scale.  Three questions assessed apprais-
als of normative conflict (α = .85): “While reading the arti-
cle, I felt that the violence committed against prisoners in 
Guantanamo was a violation of American moral standards”; 
“While reading the article, I felt that the violence committed 
against prisoners in Guantanamo were a violation of Ameri-
can ethical norms”; and “While reading the article, I felt that 
the violence committed against prisoners in Guantanamo are 
compatible with American moral values” (reverse scored).

Demographic Questionnaire.  Participants completed a brief 
demographic questionnaire. Items included gender, age, edu-
cation, ethnicity, employment, political ideology, and politi-
cal party affiliation.

Results and Discussion

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among all 
variables are presented in Table 1. The manipulation pro-
duced the expected differences in image threat: Participants 
in the high threat condition felt significantly more image 
threat than participants in the low image threat condition, 
t(150) = 3.71, p < .001, d = 0.61. We then tested our 
hypothesis that the high image threat condition would lead 
to increased normative conflict only when identification 
was high, using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS command with 
5,000 iterations (Model 1). Taking into account the inter-
action, there was a significant main effect of identification, 
b = −0.27, SE = 0.08, t = −3.31, p = .001, 95% confidence 
interval (CI) = [−0.44, −0.11], and condition (b = 0.60, SE 
= 0.20, t = 2.97, p = .003, CI = [0.20, 1.00]). Furthermore, 
the two-way interaction was significant (b = 0.34, SE = 
0.16, t = 2.05, p = .04, CI = [0.01, 0.67]). Analysis of the 
simple effects revealed that the image threat condition had 
a significant effect on normative conflict only among high 
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identifiers (1 SD above the mean; b = 1.01, SE = 0.29, t = 
3.55, p < .001, CI = [0.45, 1.57]; see Figure 1).2 For those 
low on identification, normative conflict was high in both 
conditions indicating that they appraised the in-group 
transgression as a normative violation regardless of 
whether it was threatening to their identity. This interac-
tion remained significant when controlling for political 
ideology. This supported our hypothesis that the image 
threat manipulation would induce a sense of normative 
conflict among those who highly identify with the group. 
Although normative conflict did increase as predicted 
from the low threat to high threat conditions for high iden-
tifiers, it did not exceed that of low identifiers. As we dis-
cuss in the introduction, while image threat should be 
particularly effective for inducing normative conflict for 
high identifiers, there are other forces, such as the motiva-
tion to justify the group’s actions that work in the opposite 
direction. Thus, we did not expect normative conflict 
among high identifiers to be greater than among low iden-
tifiers in the high threat condition.

Study 2

The first study supported our hypothesis that an image threat 
manipulation would increase levels of normative conflict, 

but only when identification was high. Therefore, we moved 
on to test our full research model. We hypothesized that the 
high image threat condition would lead to increased norma-
tive conflict, which would then lead to higher levels of col-
lective guilt and thus collective action. Importantly, we 
expected this process to occur particularly at high levels of 
identification.

Method

Participants and procedure.  Through Amazon’s MTurk, 176 
participants were recruited for this study. Participants were 
paid 50 cents for completing the study (this study was con-
ducted as a part of an undergraduate research project, and 
thus, the sample size was determined by budgetary con-
straints). Fourteen participants were excluded because they 
did not pay sufficient attention to the study (indicated by 
the fact that spent less than 30 s reading the manipulation 
article and answered two questions they were asked to 
leave blank) from analysis. This left a sample of 162 par-
ticipants (82 women, M

age
 = 37.99 years, 86.4% White, 

6.2% African American, and 7.4% other). This study was 
identical to Study 1, except that we added measures of col-
lective guilt, collective shame, in-group-directed anger, and 
collective action. Although comparing the effects of the 
different group, critical emotions were not the focus of this 
study; we wanted to measure them in order to control for 
their effects nonetheless.

Materials and measures.  The measures of identification (α = 
.94), image threat (α = .85), and normative conflict (α = .92) 
were the same as those used in Study 1. Participants indi-
cated their agreement to the items of all scales on a 7-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to 
“strongly agree” (7), unless stated otherwise.

Collective guilt.  A modified version of Branscombe 
et al.’s (2004) Collective Guilt Scale was used to measure 
collective guilt. This scale is phrased in general terms, so 
again the statements were adapted to be specific to the 
context under study, for example, “I feel regret for Ameri-
cans’ harmful actions toward prisoners of Guantanamo” 
(α = .92).

Table 1.  Bivariate Relationships Between Study 1 Variables (N = 152).

M (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Image threat condition Low threat High threat —  
2. Political ideology 3.25 (1.89) 3.47 (1.92) .06 —  
3. Identification 4.54 (1.19) 4.35 (1.24) −.08 .31** —  
4. Group image threat 5.73 (1.14) 6.35 (0.87) .29** −.38** −.34** —
5. Normative conflict 5.35 (1.40) 6.00 (1.15) .25** −.35** −.27** .67**

*p < .05. **p < .01.

Figure 1.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
normative conflict in Study 1, points are displayed at 1 SD above 
and below the mean.
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In-group-directed anger.  Participants rated the degree to 
which they felt “hostile,” “upset,” and “angry” about the 
violence committed against prisoners at Guantanamo and 
toward Americans (α = .93).

Collective shame.  A modified version of Branscombe 
et al.’s (2004) Collective Shame Scale was used. Although 
the Branscombe et  al. (2004) scale is phrased in general 
terms, the statements were adapted to be specific to the con-
text under study, for example, “I feel ashamed of the violence 
committed against prisoners in Guantanamo by Americans” 
(α = .96).

Collective action.  Participants were given the option to 
engage in collective action by completing an optional part of 
the study. Participants were told that because of the political 
nature of the study, the researchers wanted to present some 
data to U.S. Congressmen in the hope that it would affect 
the policy decisions they make. They were then told that this 
section of the survey was completely optional and given the 
option to skip to the next section of the survey or to complete 
the optional portion. First, participants were asked to report 
whether they supported closing Guantanamo. Then, they 
were given the opportunity to write a letter to their congres-
sional representatives expressing their views on the issue. 
Finally, they were given the option of providing their email 
to an organization (Human Rights Watch) working to close 
Guantanamo. Next, they were given the opportunity to com-
plete the same three types of action regarding the issue of 
whether Guantanamo detainees should be granted full legal 
rights.

For analysis, collective action was scored by giving each 
participant one point for each piece of the collective action 
survey they completed. In other words, they were given one 
point for choosing to complete the optional survey, one point 
for providing their opinion, one point if they wrote a letter to 
their congressional representatives, and one point if they pro-
vided their email address. This was done for both the issues 
of closing Guantanamo and granting full legal rights to its 
detainees. There were 10 people who indicated that they 
wanted to participate in the optional survey, but did not 
report their opinion, write a letter, or provide their email. 

Because they expressed some interest in engaging in action, 
we gave them a higher score (1) than those who skipped the 
survey entirely (0); however, coding these both as zero does 
not change the results. Thus, the scoring ranged from 0 
(skipped the survey) to 1 (agreed to complete optional sur-
vey) and then 2 to 7 (depending on what other actions the 
participant engaged in).

Results and Discussion

Table 2 presents means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among all variables. We first examined whether there was a 
significant interaction between the image threat condition 
and identification on all main study variables using Hayes’s 
(2013) PROCESS command with 5,000 iterations (Model 1). 
We report the statistics for the interactions as well as the 
main effects in Table 3. As indicated in Table 3, there were 
significant interactions between the image threat condition 
and identification on normative conflict, collective guilt, col-
lective shame, and in-group-directed anger; additionally, 
interaction on collective action was marginally significant. A 
simple-effects analysis (see Table 4) revealed that all interac-
tions followed the same pattern: The image threat condition 
affected levels of the dependent variables only among those 
high on group identification (1 SD above the mean; see 
Figures 2-5),3 indicating greater critical emotions and some-
what greater collective action intentions among high identi-
fiers who were exposed to the high (vs. low) image threat. 
These interactions remained significant even if we controlled 
for political ideology. Again, the manipulation did not have a 
significant impact on low identifiers.

Path analysis.  Because there is no process model that tests 
serial mediated moderation, we tested our full model, 
including normative conflict, collective guilt, and collec-
tive action, using SPSS AMOS 6 (see Figure 5). Overall, 
the model fit was good, χ2 (n =162, df = 6) = 9.28, p = .16, 
comparative fit index (CFI) = .96, root mean square error 
approximation (RMSEA) = .058 (see Little, 2013 for crite-
ria for indices of model fit). The model revealed that (a) 
normative conflict fully mediated the relationship between 
the interaction of condition and identification on collective 

Table 2.  Bivariate Relationships Between Study 2 Variables (N = 162).

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Image threat condition Low threat High threat —  
2. Political ideology 3.60 (1.95) 3.16 (1.84) −.11 —  
3. Identification 4.01 (1.10) 4.15 (1.05) .03 .08 —  
4. Image threat 5.70 (1.39) 5.88 (1.16) .07 −.10 −.23** —  
5. Normative conflict 5.60 (1.53) 5.82 (1.26) .08 −.19* −.13 .68** —  
6. Collective guilt 3.96 (1.52) 4.19 (1.72) .07 −.18* −.17* .57** .53** —
7. Collective action 2.57 (2.36) 3.05 (2.69) .09 −.18* −.14 .37** .38** .42**

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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guilt and (b) collective guilt and normative conflict both 
had significant effects on collective action, and collective 
guilt partially mediated the effect of normative conflict on 
collective action. We also tested an alternative model where 
we reversed the casual order of the dependent variables, 
such that collective action predicted collective guilt, which 
in turn predicted normative conflict. This model did not fit 
the data as well, χ2 (df = 7) = 14.22, p = .04, CFI = .92, 
RMSEA = .08, and comparison of the chi-square values 
revealed that the change in chi-square values between the 
two models was significant, Δχ2 (df) = 4.94 (1), p < .05. We 
also tested a model where we entered in-group-directed 

anger and collective shame as additional predictors of col-
lective action. This model also fits the data well, χ2 (n =162, 
df = 10) = 14.65, p = .15, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .054, but 
only collective guilt and normative conflict were signifi-
cant predictors of collective action.

These results support our hypothesis that a threat to the 
group’s image can induce collective guilt and thus motivate 
collective action among those highly identified with the 
group. In addition, it supports the mediating role of norma-
tive conflict in this process, indicating that perception of 
harm to the group’s image leads them to challenge whether 
these actions are really in line with the group’s standards and 

Table 4.  Simple Effects and Means for the Dependent Variables in Study 2.

Low Identification (–1 SD) High Identification (+1 SD)

  Low threat High threat Low threat High threat  

Normative conflict 5.99 5.75 b = −0.24, ns 5.20 5.90 b = 0.70, SE = 0.31, t = 2.26, p = .02
Collective guilt 4.49 4.11 b = −0.38, ns 3.40 4.24 b = 0.84, SE = 0.35, t = 2.38, p = .02
Collective shame 5.40 5.09 b = −0.30, ns 4.01 5.00 b = 0.99, SE = 0.39, t = 2.55, p = .01
In-group anger 5.11 4.92 b = −0.19, ns 3.66 4.33 b = 0.67, SE = 0.29, t = 2.28, p = .02
Collective action 3.22 2.97 b = −0.26, ns 1.88 3.03 b = 1.16, SE = 0.56, t = 2.06, p = .04

Figure 2.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
normative conflict in Study 2, points are displayed at 1 SD above 
and below the mean.

Table 3.  Significant Effects on Dependent Variables in Study 2.

Identification Condition Interaction

  b SE T P b SE t p b SE t p

Normative conflict −0.31* 0.11 −2.72 .001 −1.53† 0.85 −1.80 .07 0.36* 0.18 2.14 .03
Collective guilt −0.43* 0.13 −3.29 .001 −2.05* 0.97 −2.11 .04 0.48* 0.20 2.43 .02
Collective shame −0.54* 0.14 −3.79 .001 −2.06† 1.07 −1.92 .06 0.50* 0.22 2.33 .02
In-group anger −0.57* 0.11 −5.25 <.001 −1.35† 0.81 −1.67 .10 0.33* 0.16 2.04 .04
Collective action −0.53* 0.21 −2.58 .01 −2.18 1.54 −1.41 .16 0.55† 0.31 1.76 .07

†p < .10. *p < .05.

Figure 3.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
collective guilt in Study 2, points are displayed at 1 SD above and 
below the mean.
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norms and take action to correct these actions in order to 
protect the group.

Study 3

The first two studies supported our hypothesis that inducing 
threat to the group’s positive image would increase levels of 
normative conflict, collective guilt, and thus collective action. 
Although these studies demonstrate that highlighting the 
image-threatening nature of a transgression increases norma-
tive conflict, and thus collective guilt and action, compared to 
a transgression where it is clear, the group’s image is unthreat-
ened. However, it is still unclear whether providing image-
threatening information increases normative conflict and 
guilt compared to simply learning about a group transgres-
sion, where image threat is more ambiguous. Research on the 
aversive nature of collective guilt would suggest that high 
identifiers are unlikely to spontaneously feel high levels of 
guilt (see Iyer et al., 2004; Wohl et al., 2006); making it more 
likely that high levels of image threat increase guilt rather 
than the low image threat, which decreases guilt. However, it 
is impossible to be sure about the direction of this effect with-
out a control condition,4 where participants only received 
information about the in-group transgression and not about 
how an out-group reacted to it. Therefore, in Study 3, we set 
out to replicate our prior findings with the addition of a con-
trol condition, to determine whether image-threatening infor-
mation increases normative conflict, collective guilt, and thus 
collective action compared to simply learning about an in-
group transgression.

Method

Participants and procedure.  Through Amazon’s MTurk, 270 
participants were recruited for this study. Participants were 
paid US$1 for completing the study. Thirty-seven 

participants (13% of the original sample) were excluded 
from analysis because they did not pay sufficient attention to 
the study. This left a sample of 233 participants (123 women, 
M

age
 = 34.44 years, 80.6% White, 8.2% African American, 

and 11.2% other). Although the sample sizes in the first two 
studies were determined primarily by budgetary constraints 
and thus these studies were relatively underpowered, in this 
study, we used G*Power to determine an optimal sample 
size (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) based on the 
effect size of the interaction on collective guilt from Study 2 
and 0.80 power. This study was identical to Study 2, except 
we added a control condition where no information was 
given about the reactions of Europeans to abuse at Guanta-
namo Bay, and some small changes were made to the mea-
sure of collective action to maintain its timeliness (see in the 
following).

Materials and measures.  The measures of identification (α = 
.95), image threat (α = .94), normative conflict (α = .78), in-
group-directed anger (α = .92), and collective guilt (α = .92) 
were the same as in Study 2. However, we used a new mea-
sure of shame used in recent research (Allpress, Brown, 
Giner-Sorolla, Deonna, & Teroni, 2014) that showed two 
types of shame (moral vs. image shame) can have different 
effects.5 Participants completed the measure of identification 
before the manipulation, and the others after reading the 
manipulation. Participants indicated their agreement to the 
items of all scales on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7), unless 
stated otherwise.

Group image threat manipulation.  Participants read the 
same article about abuse at the Guantanamo Bay Detention 
Center as they read in the other studies. However, it was mod-
ified slightly to fit the current political context. This study 
was conducted in the run-up to the 2016 presidential elec-
tions, so the article was framed as discussing the importance 
of pressuring President Obama to close Guantanamo before 
he left office. In addition, in this study, participants were ran-
domly assigned to read one of the three different versions. In 
the control condition, participants read only the first section 
of the article about the abuses that occurred at Guantanamo. 
In the image threat conditions, participants read the same text 
followed by a second section that was designed to threaten 
participants’ group image; these were the same sections used 
in the high and low threat conditions in the earlier studies. In 
the low image threat condition, Europeans made situational 
attributions for abuse, citing the effects of the war on terror. 
In the high image threat condition, Europeans made stable 
internal attributions for the abuse.

Collective action.  This measure was also almost the same 
as the measure used in Study 2, with one minor modification 
to fit the current political context. Before the other action 
options that had been used in the first study, participants 

Figure 4.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
collective action in Study 2, points are displayed at 1 SD above 
and below the mean.



10	 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

were given the opportunity to sign a petition on the White 
House website. It was explained to participants that if the 
petition reached 100,000 signatures, the White House was 
required to at least issue an official response. The petition 
called on President Obama to close Guantanamo before he 
left office. After this, participants completed the same col-
lective action measure as used in Study 2. This measure was 
scored according to the same method as Study 2.

Results

Table 5 presents means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among all variables. We first examined whether there was a 
significant interaction between the image threat condition 
and identification on all main study variables using Hayes’s 
(2013) PROCESS command with 5,000 iterations (Model 1). 
Because we now had three, rather than two conditions, we 
used the multicategorical IV feature in PROCESS. PROCESS 
created two dummy variables for condition: D1 (1 = control 
and 0 = low and high threat) and D2 (1 = low threat and 0 = 
control and high threat). The high threat condition was iden-
tified as a reference group (coded as zero in both D1 and D2). 
In this analysis, D1 reflects the comparison of the high threat 
condition with the control condition and D2 reflects the com-
parison of the high threat condition with the low threat con-
dition (see Hayes & Preacher, 2014). PROCESS then 
includes both these variables and their interactions with the 

moderator in the model, allowing a comparison of the high 
threat condition with both the control and the low threat con-
ditions in the same model.

We report the statistics for the interactions as well as the 
direct effects of both dummy variables and identification in 
Table 6. As indicated in Table 6, and consistent with the first 
two studies, the two-way interaction between identification 
and D2 (high threat vs low threat) was significant on norma-
tive conflict, collective guilt, and collective shame. However, 
the interaction on in-group-directed anger was not signifi-
cant. In addition, the two-way interaction between identifica-
tion and D1 (high threat vs. control) was significant for 
normative conflict and collective guilt. The interaction was 
not significant for in-group-directed anger or collective 
shame, indicating that compared to a neutral control condi-
tion, the high threat condition only significantly raised levels 
of collective guilt and not other group critical emotions. 
These findings underscore the unique role of guilt (relative to 
anger and shame) in the tested process involving reactions to 
image threat and normative conflict.

A simple-effects analysis for both D1 and D2 (see Table 
7) revealed that the interactions on normative conflict and 
collective guilt followed the same pattern: The high image 
threat condition affected levels of normative conflict only 
among those high on group identification6 (1 SD above the 
mean); such that the high image threat condition increased 
normative conflict and collective guilt compared with both 

Table 5.  Bivariate Relationships Between Study 3 Variables (N = 233).

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. D1 Control (1) Low threat (0) High threat (0) —  
2. D2 Control (0) Low threat (1) High threat (0) −.50** —  
3. Political ideology 3.32 (1.92) 3.47 (1.97) 3.04 (1.69) .02 .07 —  
4. Identification 4.48 (1.28) 4.45 (1.17) 4.21 (1.39) .06 .04 .42** —  
5. Image threat 5.55 (1.58) 5.79 (1.14) 6.06 (1.20) −.13* −.01 −.34** −.26** —  
6. Normative conflict 5.49 (1.38) 5.63 (1.26) 5.90 (1.39) −.10 −.02 −.28** −.17* .64** —  
7. Collective guilt 4.26 (1.63) 4.20 (1.57) 4.74 (1.52) −.07 −.09 −.21** −.08 .59** .46** —
8. Collective action 1.21 (2.23) 1.37 (2.35) 1.58 (2.12) −.05 −.01 −.11† −.16* .28** .14* .27**

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Figure 5.  Full model tested using path analysis in Study 2; nonsignificant paths are displayed in gray.
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the low threat and the control conditions (see Figures 6 and 
7). Again, the manipulation did not have a significant impact 
on low identifiers. These interactions remained significant 
even if we controlled for political ideology. The interactions 
on collective shame and in-group-directed anger (nonsignifi-
cant) also followed a similar pattern, such that among high 
identifiers, these emotions gradually increased from the low 
threat to the control to the high threat condition, but differ-
ences between these conditions were not significant.

Unlike Study 2, in this study, there were no significant 
effects on collective action. We think this could be due to a 
floor effect on this variable: means on the measure were very 
low (1.1-1.8) and were substantially lower than means in the 
previous study (1.8-3.2). Furthermore, in Study 2, 62% of par-
ticipants engaged in some form of collective action, whereas 
in this study, only 35% of participants did (see more in the 
discussion). Nevertheless, although there was no direct inter-
active effect of our conditions on collective action, indirect 
effects may exist in the absence of direct effects, particularly 
when they involve multiple steps or predictors (Hayes, 2009; 

Kenny & Judd, 2014); therefore, we still proceeded to test our 
full model including collective action using path analysis.

Table 6.  Significant Effects on Dependent Variables in Study 3.

Identification D1 D2 D1 × Identification D2 × Identification

Normative conflict b = 0.09, ns b = 1.16, ns b = 1.84, SE = 0.77,  
t = 2.40, p = .02

b = −0.36, SE = 0.16,  
t = −2.25, p = .03

b = −0.48, SE = 0.17,  
t = −2.84, p = .001

Collective guilt b = 0.20, ns b = 1.17, ns b = 2.00, SE = 0.91,  
t = 2.22, p = .03

b = −0.38, SE = 0.19,  
t = −2.05, p = .04

b = −0.58, SE = 0.20,  
t = −2.92, p < .001

Collective shame b = −0.04, ns b = 0.03, ns b = 1.41, ns b = −0.10, ns b = −0.42, SE = 0.21,  
t = −2.01, p = .046

In-group anger b = −0.13, ns b = 1.01, ns b = 0.65, ns b = −0.25, ns b = −0.27, ns

Collective action b = −0.45, SE = 0.18,  
t = −2.51, p = .06

b = −2.13, ns b = −0.68, ns b = 0.42, ns b = 0.13, ns

Table 7.  Simple Effects and Means for the Dependent Variables in Study 3.

Low Identification (–1 SD) High Identification (+1 SD)

 
Low 

threat Control
High 

threat D1 D2
Low 

threat Control
High 

threat D1 D2

Normative conflict 6.16 5.86 5.81 b = 0.06,  
ns

b = 0.35,  
ns

5.14 5.17 6.03 b = −0.85, SE = 
0.29, t = −2.89, 

p < .001

b = −0.88, SE = 
0.31, t = −2.86,  

p < .001

Collective guilt 4.71 4.50 4.51 b = −0.03, 
ns

b = 0.58,  
ns

3.75 4.06 5.04 b = −0.98, SE = 
0.35, t = −2.84, 

p < .001

b = −1.29, SE = 
0.36, t = −3.56,  

p < .001

Collective shame 5.19 4.79 5.09 b = −0.29, 
ns

b = 0.10,  
ns

3.99 4.42 4.98 b = −0.56, ns b = −0.98, SE = 
0.38, t = −2.57,  

p = .01

In-group anger 4.71 5.14 4.92 b = 0.22,  
ns

b = −0.20, 
ns

3.66 4.16 4.58 b = −0.42, ns b = −0.92, SE = 
0.37, t = −2.50,  

p = .01

Collective action 1.81 1.26 2.08 b = −0.82, 
ns

b = −0.28, 
ns

0.92 1.18 0.98 b = 0.26, ns b = 0.06, ns

Figure 6.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
normative conflict in Study 3, points are displayed at 1 SD above 
and below the mean.
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Path analysis.  Because there is no process model that tests 
serial mediated moderation, we tested our full model using 
SPSS AMOS 6. Overall, the model fit was good, χ2 (n =233, 
df = 11) = 19.81, p = .05, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06. The model 
revealed that (a) normative conflict fully mediated the rela-
tionship between the interaction of condition and identifica-
tion and collective guilt and (b) collective guilt had a 
significant effect on collective action, and collective guilt 
fully mediated the effect of normative conflict on collective 
action (see Figure 8). We also tested an alternative model 
where we reversed the casual order of the dependent vari-
ables, such that collective action predicted collective guilt, 
which in turn predicted normative conflict. This model did 
not fit the data as well, χ2 (df = 11) = 28.50, p = .002, CFI = 
.905, RMSEA = .09, and comparison of the chi-square values 
revealed that the change in chi-square values between the two 
models was significant, Δχ2 (df) = 8.70(1), p < .001. We also 
tested a model where we entered in-group-directed anger and 
collective shame as additional predictors of collective action. 
This model also fit the data well, χ2 (n =233, df = 17) = 27.90, 
p = .05, CFI = .986, RMSEA = .053, but in this study, once all 
three emotions were included, only in-group-directed anger 
significantly predicted collective action.

In sum, this study indicates that highlighting the image-
threatening nature of a group transgression increases norma-
tive conflict and collective guilt among high identifiers both 
compared to merely learning about a transgression (control 
condition) or when there is evidence the transgression does 
not affect the group’s image (low threat). However, in this 
study, there was no direct effect of the manipulation on col-
lective action for high identifiers, although there was an indi-
rect effect via normative conflict and collective guilt.

Study 4

The first three studies supported our hypothesis that inducing 
threat to the group’s positive image would increase levels of 

normative conflict, collective guilt, and thus collective 
action. However, the manipulation of image threat was 
somewhat indirect, and thus, it was possible that there were 
factors other than image threat driving the effect. Although 
our manipulation of image threat was based on previously 
used materials (see Iyer et al., 2007), it used external versus 
internal attributions to manipulate image threat. Thus, it is 
possible that the attributions themselves are the driving fac-
tor of guilt and action and not the image threat they produce. 
In addition, the stable attribution (high threat) condition 
implicitly conveys lower expectations of Americans because 
of the stable attributions made. Furthermore, the quotes used 
to convey the image threat in the high threat condition make 
very specific critiques of Americans (e.g., imperialistic and 
unjust). Therefore, it is possible that rather than the image 
threat driving the effect of the manipulation, the differences 
observed between conditions could be due to one of these 
factors mentioned above. As a result, in Study 4, we aimed to 
replicate our previous findings with a more direct manipula-
tion of image threat. In this study, image threat was manipu-
lated by telling participants that a large percentage (75%) of 
Europeans now had either a favorable (low threat) or unfa-
vorable (high threat) view of Americans as well as quotes 
explaining how abuse at Guantanamo had lead Europeans to 
either question and change their image of Americans (high 
threat) or that they maintained their positive overall image of 
Americans (low threat).

In addition, we sought to address a number of other gaps 
left by our previous studies. First, our theoretical reasoning is 
based in part on the assumption that group members who are 
highly identified with the group are particularly concerned 
with maintaining the group’s positive image. Therefore, we 
added a measure of concern for the group’s image to this 
study, to allow us to test this theoretical assumption. Second, 
because in Study 3 there was no direct interaction on collec-
tive action, in this study we included a more traditional mea-
sure of collective action intentions, in addition to our 
behavioral measure of action.

Method

Participants and procedure.  Through Amazon’s MTurk, 270 
participants were recruited for this study. Participants were 
paid US$1 for completing the study. Thirty-three partici-
pants (12% of the original sample) were excluded from anal-
ysis because they did not pay sufficient attention to the study. 
This left a sample of 237 participants (125 women, M

age
 = 

35.48 years, 76.7% White, 9.3% African American, and 14% 
other). The sample size for this study was based on the same 
analysis used to establish the sample size for Study 3. This 
study was identical to Study 3, except for changes made to 
the manipulation, added measures of collective action inten-
tions and concern for the group’s image, and some minor 
changes that were made to the general text of the manipula-
tion and the measure of collective action to maintain their 

Figure 7.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
collective guilt in Study 3, points are displayed at 1 SD above and 
below the mean.
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timeliness (see more details below).

Materials and measures.  The measures of identification (α = 
.94), image threat (α = .90), normative conflict (α = .84), in-
group-directed anger (α = .96), shame (α = .96), and collec-
tive guilt (α = .95) were the same as in Study 3. Participants 
completed the measure of identification before the manipula-
tion and the others after reading the manipulation. Partici-
pants indicated their agreement to the items of all scales on a 
7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree” 
(1) to “strongly agree” (7), unless stated otherwise.

Group image threat manipulation.  Participants read a simi-
lar article about abuse at the Guantanamo Bay Detention 
Center to the other studies. However, it was modified slightly 
to fit the current political context. At the time the study was 
run, Donald Trump had already become president, and thus, 
there was less discussion about closing Guantanamo. How-
ever, a number of prisoners were engaged in a hunger strike to 
demand for their rights to a fair trial. At the time of the study, 
the Department of Defense had just changed their policy for 
managing hunger-striking prisoners, and this had received 
attention in the media. Thus, the new article was framed 
around this hunger strike. In addition, we made changes to 
the manipulation mentioned above. In the control condition, 
participants read the same general description of abuses in 
Guantanamo simply with an introduction referencing the 
ongoing hunger strike. In the image threat conditions, par-
ticipants read the same text followed by a second section that 
was designed to threaten participants’ group image. In both 
conditions, participants read a short paragraph describing a 
large Gallup poll recently conducted across Europe regarding 
attitudes toward the United States. In both conditions, par-
ticipants read that 75% of Europeans “found the treatment 
of prisoners at Guantanamo unjust or very unjust.” Then, in 
the high/low threat conditions, participants were informed 

that “85% of Europeans (still) held a unfavorable/favorable 
or very unfavorable/favorable image of Americans.” In addi-
tion, quotes were given from survey respondents that high-
lighted the connection between Guantanamo and their image 
of Americans; these quotes were also used to ensure that 
expectations of Americans remained constant across condi-
tions. For example, one quote was “this isn’t what I’ve come 
to expect of Americans, and/but it does/doesn’t make me 
question my view of Americans as good and moral people” in 
the high/low threat conditions.

Collective action intentions.  This measure was based on pre-
vious measures of collective action intentions (see Shuman, 
Cohen-Chen, Hirsch-Hoefler, & Halperin, 2016; Tausch 
et al., 2011) and asked participants to rate their willingness 
to engage in a variety of actions. This measure consisted of 
five items including “I would sign a petition calling for fair 
treatment and the right to a trial of prisoners at Guantanamo” 
and “I would participate in a demonstration against the mis-
treatment of prisoners at Guantanamo” (α = .90).

Collective action.  This measure was also similar to the 
measure used in Study 2, with some minor modifications 
to fit the current political context. The petition was changed 
from a petition to close Guantanamo to one calling on the 
Secretary of Defense to ensure that the prisoners at Guanta-
namo were treated humanely and received a fair trial and to 
work toward eventually closing the prison. In addition, par-
ticipants were told that they would be given a 50-cent bonus 
for completing the survey and were then given the opportu-
nity to donate some of this money to organizations working 
on this issue. Other than this, the measure was the same as in 
Studies 2 and 3.

Concern for the group’s image.  Participants rated their 
agreement with a scale of seven statements designed to mea-

Figure 8.  Full model tested using path analysis in Study 3; nonsignificant paths are displayed in gray.
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sure their concern about the group’s (in this case, America’s) 
image that was developed for this study. Items included “It 
is important to be that America be viewed positively” and 
“I think that it is critical that America maintain its positive 
moral image in the world” (α = .87).

Results and Discussion

Table 8 presents means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among all variables. We first test our hypothesis that group 
identification would be positively related to concern for the 
groups image. Indeed, group identification and group image 
concern were positively correlated and this relationship did 
not change between conditions.

Next, we examined whether there was a significant interac-
tion between the image threat condition and identification on 
all main study variables using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS com-
mand with 5,000 iterations (Model 1). We again used the mul-
ticategorical IV feature in PROCESS. PROCESS created two 
dummy variables for condition: D1 (1 = control and 0 = low 
and high threat) and D2 (1 = low threat; 0 = control and high 
threat). The high threat condition was identified as a reference 
group (coded as zero in both D1 and D2). In this analysis, D1 
reflects the comparison of the high threat condition with the 
control condition and D2 reflects the comparison of the high 
threat condition with the low threat condition (see Hayes & 
Preacher, 2014). PROCESS then includes both these variables 
and their interactions with the moderator in the model, allow-
ing a comparison of the high threat condition with both the con-
trol and the low threat conditions in the same model.

We report the statistics for the interactions as well as the 
direct effects of both dummy variables and identification in 
Table 9. As indicated in Table 9, and consistent with the first 
two studies, the two-way interaction between identification 
and D2 (high threat vs low threat) was marginally significant 
on normative conflict and significant for collective guilt, in-
group-directed anger, collective shame, and collective action 
intentions. However, in this study, the two-way interaction 

between identification and D1 (high threat vs control) was 
not significant for any of the study variables. A one-way 
ANOVA of the image threat measure (manipulation check) 
revealed that while there were significant differences 
between the conditions, F(2, 237) = 9.35, p < .001, post hoc 
contrasts revealed that levels of image threat were not sig-
nificantly higher in the high threat condition compared to the 
control (p > .10), but the low threat condition was signifi-
cantly lower than both the high threat and control conditions 
on image threat (p’s < .01). Whereas in Study 3, the control 
was more similar to the low threat condition in the amount of 
image threat. It is possible that contextual changes between 
Study 3 and Study 4 affected the baseline amount of image 
threat in the control condition between the two studies. A 
major contextual change that occurred between Study 3 and 
Study 4 was the election of Donald Trump, and a recent Pew 
Research survey shows that this significantly worsened 
America’s image abroad (Wike, Stokes, Poushter, & 
Fetterolf, 2017). It may be that Americans (especially the 
slightly more liberal Mturk population) are aware of this 
trend and thus at default more concerned with America’s 
image. As a result, we focused more on the comparison 
between low and high threat in our further analyses, and this 
was also the comparison central to our hypotheses.

A simple-effects analysis for both D1 and D2 (see Table 
10) revealed that the interactions on normative conflict and 
collective guilt followed a similar pattern: The high image 
threat condition affected levels of normative conflict only 
among those high on group identification (see Note 6; 1 SD 
above the mean); such that the high image threat condition 
significantly increased normative conflict, collective guilt, 
and collective action intentions (marginally) compared to 
the low threat condition, but not the control condition (see 
Figures 9-12). For low identifiers, there was usually no 
effect of condition. However, for collective guilt, the oppo-
site pattern was found: the high threat condition decreased 
collective guilt compared to the low threat and control con-
ditions. If political ideology was added as covariate, the 

Table 8.  Bivariate Relationships Between Study 4 Variables (N = 237).

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

  1. D1 Control (1) Low Threat (0) High Threat (0) —  
  2. D2 Control (0) Low Threat (1) High Threat (0) −.52** —  
  3. Political ideology 3.64 (1.91) 3.39 (1.92) 3.36 (1.84) .06 −.03 —  
  4. Identification 4.82 (1.11) 4.37 (1.31) 4.21 (1.26) .14* −.13 .31** —  
  5. Image concern 5.25 (1.21) 5.10 (1.01) 5.09 (1.15) .06 −.03 −.12 .33** —  
  6. Image threat 5.73 (1.41) 5.18 (1.42) 6.07 (1.00) .04 −.25** −.33** −.14* .33** —  
  7. �Normative 

conflict
5.62 (1.61) 5.57 (1.38) 5.76 (1.24) −.01 −.04 −.25** −.20** .41** .70** —  

  8. Collective guilt 5.06 (1.75) 4.92 (1.66) 4.98 (1.71) .03 −.03 −.41** −.10 .50** .66** .71** —  
  9. �Collective action 

intentions
3.61 (1.81) 3.42 (1.50) 3.49 (1.75) .04 −.04 −.45** −.09 .38** .39** .41** .62** —

10. Collective action 1.24 (2.16) 1.49 (2.23) 1.19 (1.91) −.03 .06 −.22** −.13* .24** .18** .30** .34** .40**

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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interactions on normative conflict and collective action 
were no longer significant, but the interaction on collective 
guilt remained significant; in all cases, the pattern of effects 
remained the same. The interactions on collective shame 
and in-group-directed anger also followed a similar pattern, 
such that among high identifiers, these emotions increased 
from the low threat to the high threat condition, but not 
from the control to the high threat.

Unlike Study 2 but similarly to Study 3, in this study there 
were no significant effects on collective action. We think this 
could be due to a floor effect on this variable: means on the 
measure were very low (approx. 1.5) and were substantially 
lower than means in Study 2. Further in Study 2, 62% of 
participants engaged in some form of collective action, 
whereas in this study only 32% of participants did (see more 
in the discussion). Nevertheless, although there was no direct 
interactive effect of our conditions on collective action, indi-
rect effects may exist in the absence of direct effects, particu-
larly when they involve multiple steps or predictors (Hayes, 
2009; Kenny & Judd, 2014); therefore, we still proceeded to 

test our full model including collective action using path 
analysis.

Table 9.  Significant Effects on Dependent Variables in Study 4.

Identification D1 D2 D1 × Identification D2 × Identification

Normative conflict b = 0.10, ns b = 0.21, ns b = 1.06, ns b = −0.07, ns b = −0.29, SE = 0.17,  
t = −1.68, p = .09

Collective guilt b = 0.18, ns b = 0.91, ns b = 3.00, SE = 0.97, t = 3.08,  
p = .002

b = −0.18, ns b = −0.69, SE = .21,  
t = −3.31, p = .001

Collective shame b= 0.03, ns b= −0.47, ns b= 1.62, ns b= 0.09, ns b = −0.47, SE = 0.22,  
t = −2.18, p = .03

In-group anger b = −0.08, ns b = 0.18, ns b = 1.67, SE = .92, t = 1.81, p = .07 b = −0.02, ns b = −0.45, SE = 0.20,  
t = −2.30, p = .02

Collective action 
intentions

b = −0.04, ns b = 0.13, ns b = 1.87, SE = 0.97, t = 1.92, p = .06 b = −0.004, ns b = −0.44, SE = 0.21,  
t = −2.11, p = .04

Collective action b = 0.07, ns b = 1.85, ns b = 2.37, SE = 1.22, t = 1.95, p = .05 b = −0.38, ns b = −0.47, ns

Table 10.  Simple Effects and Means for the Dependent Variables in Study 4.

Low Identification (–1 SD) High Identification (+1 SD)

 
Low 

threat Control
High 

threat D1 D2
Low 

threat Control
High 

threat D1 D2

Normative 
conflict

5.86 5.96 5.88 b = −0.02, 
ns

b = 0.09, ns 5.00 5.45 5.64 b = −0.19, 
ns

b = −0.64, SE = 0.32, 
t = −1.97, p = .05

Collective guilt 5.44 5.06 4.76 b = 0.30,  
ns

b = 0.65, SE = 0.36, 
t = 1.92, p = .06

4.17 5.05 5.20 b = −0.14, 
ns

b = −1.03, SE = .38,  
t = −2.65, p < .001

Collective 
shame

4.73 4.51 4.67 b = −0.16, 
ns

b = 0.05, ns 3.62 4.81 4.74 b = 0.07,  
ns

b = −1.11, SE = 0.40, 
t = −2.77, p < .001

In-group anger 4.71 4.67 4.56 b = 0.11,  
ns

b = −0.15, ns 3.38 4.41 4.36 b = −0.05, 
ns

b = −0.98, SE = .36,  
t = −2.66, p < .001

Collective action 
intentions

3.84 3.56 3.45 b = 0.11,  
ns

b = 0.40, ns 2.84 3.64 3.54 b = 0.11, ns b = −0.70, SE = 0.38, 
t = −1.79, p = .07

Collective action 1.90 1.69 1.10 b = 0.57,  
ns

b = 0.65, ns 0.91 0.93 1.28 b = −0.34, 
ns

b = −0.36, ns

Figure 9.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
normative conflict in Study 4, points are displayed at 1 SD above 
and below the mean.
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Path analysis.  Because there is no Process model that tests 
serial mediated moderation, we tested our full model using 
SPSS AMOS 6. Overall, the model fit was good, χ2 (n = 237, 
df = 11) = 18.04, p = .08, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .05. The 
model revealed that (a) normative conflict fully mediated the 
relationship between the interaction of condition (high threat 
versus low threat) and identification and collective guilt and 
(b) collective guilt had a significant effect on collective 
action, and collective guilt fully mediated the effect of nor-
mative conflict on collective action (see Figure 11). We also 
tested an alternative model where we reversed the casual 
order of the dependent variables, such that collective action 
predicted collective guilt, which in turn predicted normative 
conflict. This model did not fit the data as well, χ2 (df = 11) 
= 23.62, p = .01, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .07, and comparison 
of the chi-square values revealed that the change in chi-
square values between the two models was significant, Δχ2 
(df) = 5.58 (0), p < .001. We also tested a model where we 

entered in-group-directed anger and collective shame as 
additional predictors of collective action. This model also fit 
the data well, χ2 (n = 237, df = 18) = 25.56, p = .11, CFI = 
.99, RMSEA = .04, and in this study, once all three emotions 
were included, only collective guilt significantly predicted 
collective action.

Overall, although they are more nuanced than the results 
of the first three studies, the current results still provide 
important support for our main hypothesis that framing in-
group transgressions as posing a high rather than low threat 
to the group’s image increases normative conflict, collective 
guilt, and thus collective action. Thus, this study aligns with 
the other studies presented and supports our theoretical argu-
ment that highlighting the image-threatening nature of in-
group transgressions is an effective means for promoting 
reparatory action. However, looking across all studies, there 
are three limitations that become apparent. First, the direc-
tion of the effect of image threat is somewhat unclear because 
in Study 4, unlike Study 3, the high threat condition did not 
increase the main dependent variables compared to the con-
trol condition. Second, the effects the image threat condition 
on collective action among high identifiers are weak, either 
marginal (Study 2) or nonsignificant (Studies 3 and 4). This 
may be partially due to the fact that we are using a behavioral 
measure of action, and thus, effects are small and difficult to 
detect. Finally, while our hypotheses rest on normative action 
leading to collective guilt as the key process leading to 
action, in Study 3, anger was the stronger predictor of guilt. 
Although we address these limitations conceptually in the 
general discussion, we aimed to first address them empiri-
cally by using a mini meta-analysis.

Internal Meta-Analysis

To address these remaining limitations and examine the 
robustness of our main hypothesized effects, we conducted 
an internal meta-analysis, or a mini meta-analysis, on the 
studies presented here. In a recent paper, Goh, Hall, and 
Rosenthal (2016) outline the many benefits of conducting 
such a mini meta-analysis and outline a detailed method for 
doing so.

In our mini meta-analysis, we had four main aims: (a) to 
generally aggregate our main hypothesized effects, (b) to 
provide evidence that the high threat did increase our key 
dependent variables compared to a control condition, (c) to 
aggregate marginal effects and trends on our behavioral mea-
sure of collective action to determine whether there was an 
effect on actual behavior, and (d) to aggregate the effects of 
various emotions across studies to demonstrate that collec-
tive guilt was overall the strongest predictor of action.

Main hypotheses, control condition, and collective action.  Our 
main hypothesis was that a group transgression that threat-
ened the group’s image (high image threat) would increase 
normative conflict, collective guilt, and thus collective action 

Figure 10.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
collective guilt in Study 4, points are displayed at 1 SD above and 
below the mean.

Figure 11.  Interaction between condition and identification on 
collective action intentions in Study 4, points are displayed at 1 
SD above and below the mean.
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compared to a transgression that did not threaten the group’s 
image (low threat condition) or a transgression that was not 
linked to the group’s image (control condition). We meta-
analyzed only the three studies that included all study vari-
ables (Studies 2-4), using fixed effects in which the key 
effect size was weighted by sample size. In this case, the key 
effect size was the difference between the high image threat 
condition and low image threat (or control condition) on nor-
mative conflict, collective guilt, and collective action for 
high identifiers—in statistical terms, the coefficient of the 
simple effect of condition at one SD above the mean of iden-
tification. As this simple effect essentially represents a dif-
ference between conditions, it can also be expressed in terms 
of Pearson’s r (or Cohen’s d). We first converted these simple 
effect coefficients into Pearson’s r for ease of analysis (see 
Table 11) and proceeded according to the methods outlined 
in Goh et  al. (2016). All correlations were then Fisher’s z 
transformed for analyses and converted back to Pearson cor-
relations for presentation of general effect sizes. Overall 
among high identifiers, the high threat significantly increased 
normative conflict (M r = .26, Z = 6.45, p < .001, two-tailed), 
collective guilt (M r = .32, Z = 7.87, p < .001, two-tailed), 
and collective action (M r = .10, Z = 2.52, p = .01, two-tailed) 

compared to the low threat condition. In addition, the high 
threat significantly increased normative conflict (M r = .18, 
Z = 3.88, p < .001, two-tailed) and collective guilt (M r = .17, 
Z = 3.57, p < .001, two-tailed), but not collective action (M r 
= .07, Z = 1.42, p = .15, two-tailed) compared to the control 
condition (based on only Studies 3 and 4). Overall, this sup-
ports our hypotheses that high versus low threat increases 
normative conflict and collective guilt and has a small but 
significant effect actual action behavior. In addition, it indi-
cates that overall, the high threat condition does increase 
normative conflict and collective guilt compared to a control 
condition.

Emotions and collective action.  Across studies, the emotion 
that best predicted collective action when controlling for all 
emotions varied between guilt and anger, though we hypoth-
esized normative conflict leading to guilt as the key process 
for inducing action. To help resolve this inconsistency, we 
conducted a mini meta-analysis of the effects of each emo-
tion on emotions (controlling for the other emotions). Becker 
and Wu (2007) show that it is possible to synthesize slopes 
from a multiple regression in a meta-analysis provided that 
the following conditions are met: (a) the outcome variable is 

Table 11.  Effect Sizes of Condition Differences Among High Identifiers (+1 SD).

Study 2 (N = 162) Study 3 (N = 233) Study 4 (N = 237)

 
High threat versus 

low threat
High threat versus 

low threat
High threat versus 

control
High threat versus 

low threat
High threat versus 

control

Normative conflict .25 .31 .30 .22 .06
Collective guilt .26 .38 .29 .29 .04
Collective action .23 .01 .05 .08 .08

Note. All effect sizes are reported in terms of Pearson’s r.

Figure 12.  Full model tested using path analysis in Study 4; nonsignificant paths are displayed in gray.
†p < .10.
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measured similarly across studies, (b) the predictor variables 
are measured similarly across studies, and (c) exactly the 
same predictors are included in the model across studies. 
Because our predictor and outcome variables were measured 
almost identically across studies, the first two conditions are 
met. To meet the third condition, we took the effects (stan-
dardized betas) for each emotion from a multiple regression 
containing only the three emotions predicting collective 
action. We then aggregated theses effects following the gen-
eralized least squares approach outlined in Becker and Wu 
(2007). Overall, collective guilt had the only significant 
unique effect on collective action (M β = .22, Z = 2.41, p = 
.02, two-tailed), and the unique effects of in-group-directed 
anger (M β = .15, Z = 1.82, p = .07, two-tailed) and collective 
shame (M β = .03, Z = 0.81, p = .42, two-tailed) were not 
significant.

General Discussion

Understanding how to motivate highly identified group 
members to take action to stop and correct in-group trans-
gressions is an important step in promoting more positive 
intergroup relations. Highly identified group members often 
have greater influence on the group and greater freedom to 
criticize it without harsh penalties, thus making their actions 
particularly effective for correcting in-group transgressions. 
Highly identified group members’ need to maintain a posi-
tive group identity often prevents them from recognizing and 
addressing in-group transgressions. However, the results of 
the current research indicate that the threat in-group trans-
gressions pose to the group’s moral image can motivate high 
identifiers to take action to address the harm it is doing to 
their group’s image. Specifically, we found that when high 
identifiers were presented with evidence that actions com-
mitted by their group were harming the group’s moral image 
in the eyes of others, they were more willing to engage in 
collective action to address the in-group transgression.

In addition, we found that this process was mediated by 
normative conflict and collective guilt. In the high image 
threat condition, high identifiers saw the in-group transgres-
sion as significantly more in conflict with American norms 
and values. In turn, this increased normative conflict also 
lead to increased collective guilt for the transgression, which 
also drove collective action, mediating the effect of norma-
tive conflict. In sum, demonstrating the harmful effects of 
transgressions on the group’s external image can in turn 
cause high identifiers to see those actions as a violation of the 
group’s own norms, which in turn promotes collective guilt 
and collective action to address the transgression.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

These findings support and extend the normative conflict 
model of dissent (Packer, 2008); according to this model, when 
group members see a group’s action as harmful to the group, 

they are likely to appraise this action as conflicting with the 
group’s own norms for behavior, and this normative conflict in 
turn leads them to criticize the group’s action. Although this 
model has been empirically tested (e.g., Packer & Chasteen, 
2010), it has not been examined in the context of intergroup 
conflict. These findings indicate that normative conflict can 
also motivate highly identified group members to take action 
against transgressions committed against an out-group. 
Furthermore, this research indicates that image threat is an 
effective way to induce normative conflict in this context. 
Because high identifiers are particularly concerned with the 
group’s positive identity, including its moral image, actions 
which threaten this image can be appraised as harmful to the 
group and thus induce normative conflict. In addition, it sup-
ports and extends the needs-based model of reconciliation 
(Shnabel & Nadler, 2008), which suggests that high power 
group members are particularly concerned with being morally 
accepted. These data indicate that the need for moral accep-
tance can even drive those highly identified with a high power 
group to correct transgressions as a result of the threat they 
might pose to the group’s moral image. Furthermore, this 
research suggests that this motivation can sometimes overcome 
the usual reticence of highly identified group members to rec-
ognize group transgressions and experience collective guilt.

Despite the fact that collective guilt theoretically depends 
on some identification with the group, researchers have often 
found that identification with a group decreases collective 
guilt for its actions because group members are motivated to 
maintain the group’s positive identity (see Branscombe et al., 
2004; Doosje et  al., 1998). Although Doosje et  al. (1998) 
were able to induce collective guilt in high identifiers when 
transgressions were unambiguous, other research indicates 
that high identifiers can often justify or deny even clear 
transgressions (see Branscombe & Miron, 2004; Roccas 
et al., 2006). Similarly, in this study, high identifiers felt sig-
nificantly less collective guilt than low identifiers low threat 
and sometimes the control conditions, even though the trans-
gressions were described unambiguously in all conditions. It 
was only the high image threat condition that increased guilt 
among high identifiers. These results indicate that moral 
image threat can overcome the usual barriers to the experi-
ence of collective guilt among high identifiers and thus moti-
vate them to support action in order to restore their group’s 
positive image.

Taken together, these implications can also inform practi-
cal interventions to generate criticism and action against in-
group transgressions. Because in-group transgression often 
occur during war, and other times when criticism of one’s 
in-group is especially unlikely, activists often face a particu-
lar challenge in motivating action to address in-group trans-
gressions. These results indicate that demonstrating how the 
transgressions committed by the group threaten the group’s 
moral image in the eyes of other groups can be an effective 
way to mobilize even those highly identified with the group. 
This in turn could lead to the increased likelihood of the ces-
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sation of ongoing transgressions and/or corrective or com-
pensatory policies for those harmed.

However, considering the applied implications of this 
research also raises potential contradictions between recom-
mendations based on the collective guilt literature. Most 
other interventions to increase collective guilt have focused 
on self-affirmation as means to remove the defenses that 
often prevent the experience of collective guilt (see Čehajić-
Clancy et  al., 2011; Gunn & Wilson, 2011; Miron, 
Branscombe, & Biernat, 2010). This literature relies on the 
assumption that affirming the self can allow people to cope 
with information that threatens the group’s positive identity 
without becoming. However, our perspective, and that of 
Lowery et al. (2012) and others, highlights the potential of 
the motivation for a positive group identity (in this case spe-
cifically as positive image) that sometimes leads to defen-
siveness to also motivate guilt and action under the right 
circumstances. And Lowery et al. (2012) actually show that 
affirmation can eliminate this constructive effect of the moti-
vation to preserve a positive image of one’s group, so it may 
be difficult to combine these two types of interventions. 
Thus, future research may be needed to identify under what 
circumstances each of these types of interventions is 
effective.

Limitations and Future Directions

However, this research does suffer from some limitations 
that should be addressed in future research. First, all studies 
were conducted in the context of the War on Terror and abuse 
that has occurred at Guantanamo Bay. It is important for 
future research to examine these processes in other contexts 
because it is possible that image threat does not always lead 
to corrective action. Stated differently, boundary conditions 
to the obtained effects may still exist, groups could try to 
explain or justify their past actions as a way to reduce image 
threat, especially in contexts where corrective action might 
be seen as impossible or extremely costly. For example, 
Schmitt, Miller, Branscombe, and Brehm (2008) found that 
collective guilt was reduced when reparative action was 
highly costly. Another possible boundary condition might be 
that the manipulation is especially effective for participants 
who believe groups can change (i.e., hold and incremental 
theory about groups, see Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; 
Rydell, Hugenberg, Ray, & Mackie, 2007). Participants may 
need to believe that groups can change, to take action to 
change their group’s image in the eyes of another group.

Second, the high threat condition did not produce consis-
tently higher levels of collective guilt among high identifiers 
in comparison to a control condition. In Study 4, there were 
little differences between the high threat and control condi-
tion. It appears that in Study 4, the control condition was 
interpreted as highly image threatening even without addi-
tional information specifically about image threat. Although 
the low and high threat conditions produced similar levels of 

image threat across these studies, the control condition pro-
duced higher levels of image threat in Study 4 compared to 
Study 3, which may point to a contextual change that led to 
an increase in baseline levels of image threat. A major con-
textual change that occurred between Study 3 and Study 4 
was the election of Donald Trump, and this significantly 
worsened America’s image abroad (Wike et  al., 2017). It 
may be that Americans (especially the slightly more liberal 
Mturk population) are aware of this trend and thus are already 
primed to be considering actions in light of a negative image 
of America. Despite this limitation of Study 4, the mini meta-
analysis did indicate that overall when the results of Studies 
3 and 4 were combined, the high threat condition did raise 
collective guilt relative to a control condition among high 
identifiers.

Third, we only found a direct effect of the manipulation 
on collective action among high identifiers in Study 2; how-
ever, in Studies 3 and 4, the manipulation did have an indi-
rect effect on collective action through collective guilt and 
normative conflict. We think this was due to a floor effect of 
the later studies, where only a third of the sample engaged in 
action at all, as well as the fact that this variable measured 
actual behavior and thus effect sizes are likely to be smaller. 
For this reason, we conducted a mini meta-analysis, which 
can help detect a small effect across studies that may not rise 
to significance in any one study (Goh et al., 2016) and indeed 
found the hypothesized effect that the high threat condition 
increased collective action compared to the low threat 
condition.

In addition, while this research does argue that collective 
guilt is an important predictor of collective action, we do not 
make the claim that it is the only or the strongest emotional 
predictor of action. Although collective guilt was a signifi-
cant predictor of collective action in all studies and the meta-
analysis of these studies showed it was the strongest predictor 
of action, in Study 3, anger was the most proximal predictor 
of action when all emotions were included in the same model. 
This reflects an inconsistency in the literature on this issue, 
with some research suggesting guilt is more strongly linked 
to action and other research arguing that in-group-directed 
anger is a better predictor of action. This highlights the need 
for additional research on which emotion is most strongly 
linked to action as well as situations in which certain emo-
tions maybe more effective than others at motivating action.

Another possibility is that all group critical emotions need 
to be present to drive action. Although we showed that across 
studies guilt was the strongest predictor of action, partici-
pants generally felt similar levels of all three group critical 
emotions. Thus, it is possible that guilt drives action when 
these other emotions are present. Similarly, there may be 
additional mechanisms for the effects found here than the 
ones directly measured and discussed. For example, Mackie 
et al. (2000) found that high in-group support for a certain 
group-based emotion increases the likelihood that group 
members will feel that emotion. It may be that when a 
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transgression is perceived as violating a group norm (i.e., 
normative conflict), people may assume that other group 
members will also feel guilt and take action against the trans-
gression. This implied in-group support in normative conflict 
could also potentially explain the increase in collective guilt 
and collective action among high identifiers.

Finally, this research only examined image threat in the 
eyes of a fairly uninvolved out-group (i.e., Europeans), as 
this was the best test of our hypothesis that an external 
image threat could be most effective on high identifiers. 
However, it would be interesting to determine the boundary 
conditions of this image threat. In other words, what are the 
characteristics necessary for an out-group opinion to gener-
ate an image threat, or an image threat capable of inducing 
collective guilt. We chose Europeans because they are an 
out-group that is viewed relatively positively; however, it 
would be interesting to examine whether this is in fact a 
prerequisite. It is possible that the effectiveness of image 
threat is determined by more structural factors. For exam-
ple, the current American-led world order depends in part 
on European support (e.g., in the United Nations or through 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or other inter-
national organizations). Thus, image threat from this group 
may seem to pose a threat to the legitimacy and/or stability 
of American dominance. This is in line with work by Chow, 
Lowery, and Hogan (2013), which showed that information 
that minorities hold Whites in low regard can be perceived 
as a threat to the group’s status and thus motivate compen-
satory action.

In addition, it would be interesting to examine whether 
criticism from the in-group can have similar effects to those 
found here. For example, there is research indicating that 
criticism delivered from within one’s group is received more 
favorably (see Hornsey et  al., 2004), which could suggest 
that image threat in the eyes of one’s own group may be even 
more effective; however, this effect can disappear in contexts 
of intergroup conflict (Ariyanto, Hornsey, & Gallois, 2006). 
However, image threat in the eyes of one’s group may no 
longer be perceived as a threat to the group’s image as it is 
internal rather than external criticism, thus the manipulation 
might lose its effectiveness. Future research should explore 
this and other possibilities.

This research helps to address the important question of 
how to motivate strongly identified group members to take 
action against transgressions committed by their group. 
Although often the motivation to protect their group’s posi-
tive identity prevents high identifiers from recognizing or 
addressing in-group transgressions, this research indicates 
that it may be possible to harness that same motivation to 
drive action to correct these transgressions. By demonstrat-
ing how transgressions threaten the positive image of the 
groups in the eyes of others, this motivation to protect the 
group’s identity can be redirected to correct in-group trans-
gressions rather than deny or ignore them.
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Notes

1.	 We refer to this condition as the “low threat” condition, because 
while it provides positive information about the group’s image, 
it still presents an in-group transgression, which is likely to be 
perceived as threatening in and of itself.

2.	 When attachment and glorification were analyzed separately as 
moderators, the results followed the same pattern. However, the 
interaction with attachment was marginal (p = .08) and the inter-
action with glorification was significant (p = .03)

3.	 When attachment and glorification were analyzed separately as 
moderators, the results followed the same pattern. For norma-
tive conflict, the interaction with attachment was significant 
(p = .03) and the interaction with glorification was marginal (p 
= .07). For collective guilt, both attachment and glorification 
interactions with condition were significant at the p = .01 level. 
Glorification and attachment also did not load onto separate fac-
tors in this study.

4.	 We refer to this as a control condition in relation to the two 
image threat conditions, because it does not provide either posi-
tive or negative direct information about the group’s image, even 
though it still provides information about a group transgression 
and thus is not a true empty control.

5.	 However, we did not find different effects for these two types and 
all items loaded on one factor in a factor analysis, so we simply 
combined them into a general measure of collective shame.

6.	 When attachment and glorification were analyzed separately as 
moderators, the results followed the same pattern, and the inter-
actions were significant.
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