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Abstract

Research into social identity and morality judgments typically focuses on how the former influences the latter. We approach
this theme from the opposite direction, establishing the influence of morality on perceptions of social identity. In three
studies, conducted in two cultures, we show that in-group members acting immorally are excluded from the group. Extending
this investigation to the overlooked study of out-group-on-out-group behavior, in Studies 2 and 3, we compare perceptions
of social inclusion for in-group members following (im)moral behavior toward the in-group with perceptions of out-group
members following (im)moral behavior toward the out-group. We show that people treat in-group and out-group members
alike with respect to binding morals, which concern preservation and protection of the group, but not individualizing morals,
which concern preservation and protection of individual rights. Finally, in Study 3, we confirm the underlying motivating

mechanism of reasserting in-group superiority by affirming the positive distinctiveness of one’s own group.
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Social psychologists have recently addressed the role of
morality in regulating intragroup behavior, pointing to
groups as moral anchors (Ellemers, 2017; Ellemers et al.,
2013; Ellemers & Van der Toorn, 2015). Emphasizing the
importance of the rarely addressed link between social iden-
tity and morality, Spears (2021) notes that the few studies on
this issue tend to address how group membership influences
the way people determine what constitutes (im)moral behav-
ior. In the current research, rather than looking at how group
membership affects moral judgments, we focus on the oppo-
site influence—how different types of (im)moral behavior
affect judgments of (another’s) group membership. For
example, we ask to what extent Americans consider as
American a person engaging in different immoral acts within
the in-group (such as pushing an American girl off a swing or
burning the American flag), especially in comparison to the
parallel moral acts (saving an American girl from falling off
a swing, or wrapping oneself in the American flag).
Moreover, little research investigates judgments about the
conduct of out-group members toward fellow out-group mem-
bers. People often exhibit bias in favor of in-group members
while derogating out-group members when judging the

behavior of others (Hewstone et al., 2002). However, to our
knowledge, no scholars have asked how different types of
behavior affect perceptions of another’s group membership.
Thus, we further compare perceptions about the group mem-
bership of out-group members engaging in similar (im)moral
behaviors (e.g., how Israelis judge the group membership of
Palestinian individuals described as pushing a Palestinian girl
off a swing vs. protecting her). That is, we ask how out-group
members’ behavior affects (outside observers’) perceptions of
their membership in their own group.

Why do people’s judgments of others’ group identity mat-
ter? Such judgments have repercussions at various levels,
from reinforcing stereotypes to attributions of guilt—for
example, whether a person is viewed as accountable for his
or her actions or whether the group should be viewed as
responsible. Differences in such perceptions of in-group and
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out-group members indicate a double standard that could
help explain intolerance toward immigrants and even reduced
acceptance of dual nationals or second-generation group
members. Moreover, social exclusion has been proposed as a
mechanism by which groups restore threatened group posi-
tivity following in-group deviance (e.g., Ditrich &
Sassenberg, 2016; Eidelman et al., 2006; Jetten & Hornsey,
2014; Pinto et al., 2010). We suggest such processes could
serve as a motivational mechanism also with regard to out-
group deviance.

We suggest that individuals rely on morality as a prism
through which they perceive and interpret social reality. We
draw differential predictions regarding the perceived social
identity of an (im)moral actor based on the nature of the (im)
moral act and the actor’s in-group/out-group membership.
Relying on Moral Foundations Theory (MFT; Graham et al.,
2013; Haidt & Joseph, 2004), we distinguish between adher-
ence to (or violation of) moral principles that affect intra-
group relations (binding principles) and those that relate to
individual rights (individualizing principles). We show that
people treat in-group and out-group members alike with
respect to binding, but not individualizing, morals in ways
that reassert in-group superiority.

Social Identity and Morality

Kesebir and Haidt (2010, p. 800) define morality as “inter-
locking sets of values, virtues, norms, practices, identities,
institutions, technologies, and evolved psychological mecha-
nisms that work together to suppress or regulate selfishness
and make social life possible.” This definition emphasizes
the role of morality in regulating human conduct by defining
what constitutes wrong versus right behavior. Thus, it relates
to morality as a regulatory mechanism that maintains social
order in groups and communities (Haidt, 2008; Janoff-
Bulman & Carnes, 2013).

Theorists of morality tend to adopt an absolutist deontic
sense of morality, overlooking the influence of group iden-
tity (Spears, 2021). For example, adopting Kantian ethics,
Skitka and colleagues (2005) focus on moral conviction as
transcending the boundaries of persons and cultures.
Similarly, MFT explains how moral principles can have uni-
versal foundations while still varying significantly across
cultures and societies (Graham et al., 2013; Haidt & Joseph,
2004). Such theories focus on the moral acts themselves and
do not consider the social identity of those concerned—either
the actors who defy moral convictions or principles or those
who suffer from immoral acts.

However, the practice of excluding identity markers from
moral scenarios fails to capture the social core of morality. It
is not just that, as Hester and Gray (2020) note, to the degree
that participants hail from the WEIRD (Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) group of nations, they
are also likely to assume the characters in such scenarios fit a

certain archetype, namely white, middle-aged men. It is that
social identity itself plays a crucial role in how people view
(im)moral behavior, with respect to the identity of the trans-
gressor, the victim, or both. For example, research on norm
violations focuses on how deviations from group norms affect
other members of the group or the group as a whole (e.g.,
Livingstone et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2011). Likewise,
studies of intergroup transgressions show that harm inflicted
on the in-group by out-group leaders is judged more severely
than similar harm inflicted on an out-group by in-group lead-
ers (e.g., Abrams et al., 2013) and that individuals favor
harsher punishment for dissent when it is perceived as reflect-
ing disloyalty—that is, motivated by a wish to help an out-
group at the expense of the in-group (Roccas et al., 2022).
Research comparing judgments toward in-group and out-
group members suggests that deviant in-group members are
judged more negatively than comparable deviant out-group
members (e.g., Marques et al., 1988, 2001; Travaglino et al.,
2014), punished more harshly (Mendoza et al., 2014), and
even ostracized (Castano et al., 2002; Eidelman et al., 2006).
Similarly, Bettache and colleagues (2019) show that higher
identifiers judge in-group members who violate binding
(though not individualizing) moral principles more harshly
than out-group members committing the same offenses.

Importantly, most research mentioned earlier tends either
to focus on the social identity (in-group/out-group) of the
transgressor but not the target of the behavior or to consider
the social identity of both parties with behavior directed at
the other group. Such research has done much to expose dif-
ferent ways that people adjust their moral lens to neutralize
threats to both their moral self-image and their social identity
(e.g., Leidner & Castano, 2012). But few of these studies
address judgments toward out-group members whose
immoral behavior targets their own group. And those studies
that do investigate moral judgments toward out-group-on-
out-group behavior focus almost exclusively on judgments
of fairness. For example, members of the in-group punished
in-group members who made unfair allocations to fellow in-
group members more harshly than out-group members who
made unfair allocations to their fellow out-group members
(Bernhard et al., 2006), and participants were more likely to
recall unfair behavior toward fellow group members (e.g.,
via allocations in a trust game or descriptions of cheating)
when the violator was a member of the in-group rather than
the out-group (Hechler et al., 2016). Importantly, these find-
ings also show that individuals are not indifferent to moral
and immoral behavior by out-group members: Unfair alloca-
tions by out-group members are not left unpunished
(Bernhard et al., 2006), and moral and immoral actions by
out-group members are remembered better than neutral
actions by both in-group and out-group members (Hechler
et al., 2016). Note, though, that fairness is but one of several
foundations of morality (Graham et al., 2013). Other types
may be viewed differently.



Amit and Venzhik

2573

MFT: Different Types of Morality

MEFT is a prominent theory of morality that seeks to explain
how moral principles can have universal foundations while
still varying significantly across cultures and societies
(Graham et al., 2013; Haidt & Joseph, 2004). MFT identifies
five foundations of intuitive ethical principles (care, fairness,
loyalty, authority, and purity), which are then subject to
social and cultural adjustments that shape the unique moral
code of each culture. A sixth foundation, liberty, was later
added to the theory (Haidt, 2012; Iyer et al., 2012). Past
research has shown that the foundations are stable across cul-
tures (Dogruyol et al., 2019; Haidt & Graham, 2007) while
also operating differently in different groups (e.g., Graham
et al., 2009). Winget and Tindale (2020) suggest that MFT is
particularly suited to study the links between morality and
social identity because it (a) defines morality broadly,
extending beyond traditional justice and rights; (b) is stable
across groups, as it focuses on moral systems rather than the
content of a given moral principle; and (c) highlights the
importance of morality in maintaining social life.

According to Haidt and Graham (2007), moral founda-
tions can be classified as individualizing or binding.
Individualizing morals focus on individual rights. They
include the ability to feel (and dislike) pain in others (the
care/harm foundation) and ideas of justice, rights, and auton-
omy (the fairness/cheating foundation). Binding morals
focus on the group. They relate to devotion to the group (loy-
alty/betrayal), deference to legitimate authority and respect
for tradition (authority/subversion), and pursuit of an ele-
vated (non-desecrated) life (purity/degradation).

Binding morals are related more than individualizing
morals to group-oriented structures and belief systems,
including right-wing authoritarianism (Federico et al., 2016;
Kugler et al., 2014), conservatism (Koleva et al., 2012),
cooperation (Clark et al., 2017), self-control (Mooijman
et al., 2018), and need for cognitive closure (Federico et al.,
2016). The role of the group in people’s judgments about
morality is striking when group identities justify overriding
individualizing principles. This allows people to limit coop-
erative behavior to the in-group (Yamagishi & Kiyonari,
2000), or even to rationalize harming out-group members if
it benefits the in-group (Smith et al., 2014).

Conceptualizations used in the study of norms can further
highlight important differences between binding and indi-
vidualizing foundations. Marques and colleagues (2001) dif-
ferentiate between generic norms that apply to individuals of
all groups, and particular norms that apply only to members
of a certain group. For example, even non-Muslims should
remove their shoes when entering a mosque, but only
Muslims are expected to follow the Koran. The universal
aspect of moral foundations suggests that all moral princi-
ples (individualizing and binding) should be viewed as
generic. With respect to the preservation and protection of
individual rights, individualizing foundations elicit similar

behavioral expectations for everyone, regardless of group
affiliation. Likewise, when speaking of the preservation and
protection of the group, some expectations derived from
binding foundations (like respecting the sanctity of religious
spaces) constitute universal principles applicable to every-
one. But other binding foundations, while still generic, also
take on aspects of particularity. People are expected to be
loyal, express appropriate forms of submission, and adhere
to the sanctity rules of their own group, which differ between
groups; failure to do so—for example, for Muslims, failure
to adhere to the Koran—is only a moral violation for mem-
bers of that group. Thus, even though the conceptualization
of norms as generic or particular is differentially relevant to
individualizing and binding moralities, the two distinctions
are not equivalent.

Morality as a Mechanism for Affirming
In-Group Superiority

We follow Ellemers and colleagues (2013) and Ellemers and
van den Bos (2012) in emphasizing the intergroup regulatory
function of morality. According to the Behavioral Regulation
Model, morality is recognized as an important virtue of
groups and a key source of group pride and identification
(Abele et al., 2021). To maintain a positive self-image
through identification with positively valued social groups,
individuals are attracted to groups perceived as moral, such
that morality, more than competence, determines whether
individuals are attracted to particular organizations and work
teams (van Prooijen & Ellemers, 2015; van Prooijen et al.,
2018). Moreover, to maintain group positivity, members who
adhere to moral standards are viewed as “good,” whereas
those who do not adhere to such standards risk social exclu-
sion (Ellemers et al., 2013). Hence, beyond competence,
newcomers are accepted or rejected in organizations based
on their perceived moral attributes (Pagliaro et al., 2013; van
der Lee et al., 2017). Thus, group members actively seek to
bolster a sense of in-group superiority by embracing mem-
bers who act morally and excluding those who do not.

Research on deviance supports the notion that reactions to
(im)moral behavior may serve to restore the positivity of
one’s own group. In a review of the literature on deviance as
a violation of group norms (not necessarily moral), Jetten
and Hornsey (2014) suggest that restoring group positivity is
one of five motives that underlie the rejection of deviance.
Group members may respond to deviant behavior by either
excluding the deviant from the group or leaving the group
themselves (Ditrich & Sassenberg, 2016). A meta-analysis
showed that people who deviate from group norms are more
likely than not to be rejected by the group (Richard et al.,
2003).

Studies have found exclusion of group members for devi-
ation from a range of norms. These include withholding
information from teammates or distributing resources
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unfairly (Ditrich & Sassenberg, 2016); expressing non-nor-
mative opinions about ideological issues (Eidelman et al.,
2006); or displaying behaviors that undermine the stereotype
of the group (Castano et al., 2002). However, as research on
social norms currently lacks a taxonomy of norm types, there
is no basis for integrating insights derived from studies on
one norm to other norms (van Kleef et al., 2019).

Within the realm of morality, by contrast, reliance on
MEFT allows us to concurrently test what happens when peo-
ple violate different moral principles. We suggest that, like
in-group members who deviate from group norms, in-group
members who violate any moral foundation challenge the
positivity of their group and so are more likely to be excluded
compared with those who adhere to the moral foundations.
We hence hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): For all moral foundations, in-group
members who behave in ways consistent with moral con-
duct will be perceived as included in the group more than
those who behave in ways inconsistent with moral
conduct.

Perceptions Toward Out-Group
Members

As noted previously, only a few studies examine the per-
ceived morality of acts committed by out-group members,
and those tend to focus on differential perceptions and judg-
ments of the same act committed by in-group versus out-
group members. Such studies have shown that people’s
judgments are biased in ways that exemplify the role of
morality as a psychological tool for maintaining social order
in groups (Haidt, 2008). Morality, more than competence or
sociability, is an important determinant of the distinction
between the in-group and out-groups, and positive evalua-
tions of the former (Leach et al., 2007). Hence, one should
expect the perceived social inclusion of (im)moral actors to
differ for in-group and out-group members.

Individualizing foundations are interpersonal in nature,
with the locus of moral concern being other individuals,
whereas binding foundations are collective in nature, with
the locus of moral concern being the group (Janoff-Bulman
& Carnes, 2013). As such, group members who violate bind-
ing foundations (loyalty, authority, purity) explicitly signal
that they do not care about being considered part of their
group; they may even be seen as deliberately excluding
themselves from the group. Thus, others should assess such
violators as being socially excluded from their group. This
applies to in-group and out-group members alike. Indeed,
research has shown that people expect even enemy out-group
members to display loyalty to their group (Amit et al., 2024).

In contrast, violations of individualizing foundations,
which concern interpersonal interactions, should be judged
differently for in-group and out-group members. As dis-
cussed above, people are motivated to perceive their

in-group as more moral than the out-group—an important
means of maintaining a positive group self-image.
Interestingly, while people may prefer to interact with moral
members of out-groups as well as the in-group, their motiva-
tions for doing so differ: interacting with moral (rather than
immoral) in-group members is motivated by the desire to
maintain a positive group image, whereas interacting with
moral (rather than immoral) out-group members is motivated
by a desire to maintain group safety (Brambilla et al., 2013).
Hence, in-group members who harm or are unfair to fellow
group members (i.e., who violate individualizing founda-
tions) should be seen as worthy of exclusion from the
group—a necessary means to maintain the moral image of
the in-group, and by extension a moral self-image. By con-
trast, out-group members are expected to be morally inferior;
learning of moral violations by out-group members is self-
fulfilling (Sacchi et al., 2021). It follows that out-group
members who violate individualizing foundations should be
perceived as included in the out-group just as much as (or
even more than) out-group members who respect individual-
izing foundations.

Hypothesis 1 (H2): We expect a three-way interaction
such that the effect of moral (vs. immoral) behavior on
perceived social inclusion (the degree to which the actor
is perceived as a member of his or her group) will depend
on the social identity of the actor (in-group vs. out-group)
and the type of moral foundation concerned (individual-
izing vs. binding). We expect that the difference between
group inclusion perceptions toward moral versus immoral
in-group members will be similar for individualizing and
binding foundations, but the difference for out-group
members will be smaller for individualizing compared to
binding foundations.

Individual Differences in Investment in
In-Group Superiority

Individuals differ in the extent of their concern with in-group
superiority. Golec de Zavala and colleagues (2009) used the
term “collective narcissism” for emotional investment in
unrealistic beliefs about the greatness of one’s in-group.
Collective narcissism has been studied mainly in regard to the
national group, with scholars suggesting that it might be the
basis of nationalism (Federico et al., 2023). Reflecting a need
to affirm and maintain a sense of in-group superiority, high
levels of collective narcissism predict a readiness to perceive
out-groups as threatening, an unwillingness to forgive out-
groups (Golec de Zavala et al., 2009), and expressions of con-
tempt toward out-groups (Golec de Zavala et al., 2013).
Importantly, collective narcissism enhances the effect of
social identity on moral judgments, such that differential
judgments toward deviant in-group versus out-group mem-
bers are especially strong among those high in collective nar-
cissism (Bocian et al., 2021). Following this finding, and in
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light of our rationale that differential perceptions of group
inclusion are motivated by the need to maintain in-group
superiority, we suggest that individual differences in that
motivation (represented as collective narcissism) will affect
perceptions of group inclusion concerning individualizing
foundations, such that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Focusing on individualizing founda-
tions, we expect the difference between group inclusion
perceptions toward moral versus immoral in-group mem-
bers to be larger than the same difference for out-group
members. We further expect that this interactive effect
will increase as the perceiver’s emotional investment in
in-group superiority rises.

The Current Research

We present three studies examining the influence of (im)
moral behavior on the perceived social identity (group inclu-
sion) of in-group and, more importantly, out-group members.
As this is among the first studies to examine how out-group-
on-out-group behavior is perceived by in-group members,
we operationalized in-group and out-group membership
based on national groups, and in particular conflictual (Study
2) or competing (Study 3) national groups, where in-group
superiority is expected to be an especially strong motivator.
We operationalized social inclusion using measures of proto-
typicality or group—person overlap.

In Study 1, we examine the influence of (im)moral con-
duct on the inclusion or exclusion of in-group members, test-
ing H1. In Studies 2 and 3, we extend our study to judgments
about the conduct of out-group members toward fellow out-
group members, looking at how adherence to (or violation
of) different moral principles affects perceptions of actors as
members of their (out)group. We rely on MFT to distinguish
between (im)moral actions capturing individualizing moral
foundations and those capturing binding foundations, testing
for the differential predictions in H2. In Study 3, we further
test H3, positing emotional investment in in-group superior-
ity as the mechanism that underlies biased perceptions.

Transparency and Openness

For all studies, we report how we determined our sample
size, all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations, and all
measures. All data, analysis codes, and research materials are
available at https://osf.i0/8v97q/?view_only=20ac975a4452
414689112dcbaa895643. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 28. In all studies, participation was anonymous and
voluntary.

Study |

We first focus on in-group members. We test whether, for all
moral foundations, in-group members who behave morally
will be viewed as members of the group more than those who

behave immorally (H1). We further test whether the differ-
ence is due to social exclusion of the immoral actor or to
inclusion of the moral one, by comparing the moral and
immoral conditions to a morally neutral condition. To opera-
tionalize group membership we focus on the national level,
looking at how Americans perceive other Americans
described as performing (im)moral acts.

Method

Participants and Procedure. Participants were 301 American
adults (mean age = 40.2, standard deviation [SD] = 13.197;
49.8% female) recruited in March 2022' using the Prolific
Academic online survey service. Sensitivity analysis assum-
ing a correlation of .2 between repeated measures (as reported
in Hadarics & Kende, 2018) showed that a sample of 300
would allow for the detection of effect size as small as /' =
.10 with 80% power (see the Supplementary Materials,
SM1.1). All participants answered an attention item cor-
rectly and were included in the analysis.

Participants were randomly allocated to one of the three
between-subjects experimental conditions, in which they
were presented with vignettes describing moral behavior,
immoral behavior, or morally neutral behavior. All charac-
ters in the vignettes were presented as belonging to the par-
ticipants’ in-group (Americans). All participants were
presented with the full set of vignettes covering all five moral
foundations.

Measures and Materials. Participants were presented with 15
vignettes, three for each of the five original, commonly stud-
ied moral foundations. The vignettes in the immoral condi-
tion were inspired by previous studies. The vignettes in the
moral condition were created to mirror the immoral ones. In
addition, we created neutral vignettes depicting similar con-
texts without moral or immoral behavior. To reflect group
identity, we provided typical American names and cities for
the person performing the action and the person(s) affected
by it. This method has been used in past studies focusing on
other contexts (e.g., Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2001; Coman
etal., 2014). In all three conditions, adequate internal consis-
tencies were obtained for the aggregated individualizing and
binding indices and for each of the five moral foundations
(.765-.954). The sources and adaptations of the vignettes,
with internal consistencies, are presented in SM1.2.

We measured group inclusion perceptions through the
notion of prototypicality. Participants were asked to report
on a five-point scale to what extent they thought the person
depicted in each vignette was a true (i.e., prototypical)
American, from 1 (not at all American) to 5 (very much
American).

Results and Discussion

We used a mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) with
morality (moral, immoral, and morally neutral) as a
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Figure 1. Means and Confidence Intervals of Social Inclusion Across All conditions, for Each of the Two Individualizing and Three

Binding Moral Foundations (Study I).

between-subjects factor and moral foundation (care, fair-
ness, loyalty, authority, and purity) as a within-
subjects factor. Means and confidence intervals are pre-
sented in Figure 1. To correct for unequal cell sizes,
we report estimated marginal means. A non-hypothesized
main effect for moral foundation emerged (F(1, 298) =
7.909, p = .005, using lower-bound adjustment due
to violation of the sphericity assumption, x%(9) = 262.122,
p < .001). We also found a non-hypothesized interactive
effect (F(2, 298) = 23.184, p < .001, ni =.135). More
importantly, we found a significant main effect for mora-
hty (Mmoral = 3'669’]‘/[immoral = 2'826’Mmorally—neutral = 3712’
F(2,298)=33.44, p <.001, n§= .183). Pairwise comparisons
support our hypothesis that actors in the moral vignettes
were perceived as members of the group more than those in
the immoral condition (M, = 0.843, p < .001, 95% confi-
dence interval [CI] = [0.612, 1.074]). This was found for
each of the five moral foundations (see SM1.3).

The difference between the moral and morally neutral
vignettes was not significant (M, = —0.043, p = .706, 95%
CI =[-0.269, 0.183]). This could indicate either that it is the
exclusion of actors behaving immorally rather than the inclu-
sion of actors behaving morally that drives the above differ-
ences, or that moral behavior does not deviate from neutrality
in the same way that immoral behavior does. Note, however,

that the group identity of the actors in all conditions was
established through the use of typical names and cities.
Therefore, this lack of difference may also simply suggest
that the names and cities are indeed indicative of the group
identity. The actors in the morally neutral condition were
perceived unequivocally as members of the group, to the
extent that the lack of difference from the moral condition
may be due to a ceiling effect.

To further compare the moral and immoral conditions, we
combined the two individualizing foundations and the three
binding foundations to create two indices (see Figure 2). To
test for a potential differential effect of the type of moral foun-
dation, we used a mixed ANOVA with morality (moral vs.
immoral) as a between-subjects factor and foundation (bind-
ing or individualizing) as a within-subjects factor. To correct
for unequal cell sizes, we report estimated marginal means.
Supporting our hypothesis, we found a significant main effect
for morality (F{; 204y =48.531; p < .OOl,nf7 =.192), such that
in-group members who comply with moral principles were
viewed as members of the group (M = 3.680) more than those
who violate such principles (M = 2.841). We also found an
additional significant effect of moral foundation type.
Individualizing foundations were associated with higher social
inclusion scores (M = 3.327) compared to the binding founda-
tions (M = 3.194; F(1,204) =11.705;p < .OOl,ni =.054).
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However, this result may be due to the large sample size for
testing within-subject factors. No other significant effects
were found. Table 1 presents this analysis in a summary of
equivalent analyses for the three studies presented in this
article.

Study 2

We next extend our examination of how (im)moral behavior
influences perceived group identity to include out-group-on-
out-group behavior, as compared with in-group-on-in-group
behavior. Again, we focus on national groups. This time, the
in-group members are Israelis and the out-group members
are Palestinians. We test for differential expectations for
behavior that violates individualizing versus binding founda-
tions when out-group members are considered.

Method

Participants and Procedure. Participants were 471 Israeli
adults (mean age = 45.244, SD = 16.718; 65.6% female)
recruited in December 20212 using a local online survey ser-
vice. We aimed to collect roughly 500 participants. Of the
506 participants recruited by the survey service, we elimi-
nated 35 who failed to answer substantial parts of the survey
(answering less than 3% of the questions). The remaining
471 participants correctly answered an attention item and
were included in the final sample. Sensitivity analysis indi-
cates that this sample size allows for the detection of an inter-
active effect size as small as /= .10 with 80% power (see
SM2.1).

Participants were randomly allocated to one of four
experimental conditions, in which they were presented with
vignettes describing moral or immoral acts performed by and
affecting individuals from the participants’ in-group (Israelis)
or out-group (Palestinians).

Measures and Materials. We used the moral and immoral
vignettes and prototypical measures developed in Study 1,
changing the names and cities according to the experimental
condition (in-group or out-group). For the Israelis, we chose
typical Jewish Isracli names and majority-Jewish Israeli cit-
ies, while for the Palestinians, we chose typical Palestinian
names and cities located in the West Bank. In addition, we
increased the number of items (see SM1.2).

Participants were asked to report on a five-point scale to
what extent they thought the person depicted in each vignette
was a true member of their group (Israeli in the in-group con-
ditions and Palestinian in the out-group conditions). The
scale ranged from 1 (not at all Israeli/Palestinian) to 5 (very
much Israeli/Palestinian). Internal consistencies are pre-
sented in SM2.2.

Results and Discussion

Means and confidence intervals are presented in Figure 3.
Focusing on the in-group conditions to test H1, the results
fully replicate the findings of Study 1 (see Table 1 and
SM2.3).

Focusing on the novel element of the current study (H2),
we used a three-way mixed ANOVA with group identity (in-
group vs. out-group) and morality (moral vs. immoral behav-
ior) as between-subjects factors, and foundation type
(binding or individualizing) as a within-subjects factor. As
expected, we found a significant three-way interaction
(Fia6) =737 p =.007,nf7 =.016), confirming that how
people perceive the group membership of moral versus
immoral actors depends on the type of moral principle vio-
lated, as well as the actor’s group identity.

Loyalty is most closely related to the specific content of
group membership. Almost by definition, loyalty expresses a
wish to be included in the group, and disloyalty expresses a
wish to be excluded from the group. One may wonder
whether the difference in social inclusion ratings between the
moral versus immoral conditions for the individualizing but
not binding foundations is driven specifically by loyalty. A
series of six analyses, each comparing one of the individual-
izing foundations with one of the binding foundations,
reduces this concern (see SM2.4).

Study 3

In Study 2, we confirmed that group inclusion expectations
differ based both on whether the behavior violates individu-
alizing versus binding moral foundations, and whether in-
group or out-group members are considered. We next sought
to establish the role of emotional investment in in-group
superiority as the mechanism underlying the differential
expectations toward in-group and out-group members who
violate individualizing foundations. To further validate the
generalizability of our findings, we use a different measure
of group inclusion perceptions and extend our investigation
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Table 1. Summary of Perceptions of Group Inclusion From Morality (Moral vs. Immoral) and Foundation (Binding vs. Individualizing) in
Studies -3, and Comparisons Between the In-Group and Out-Group in Studies 2 and 3.

Topic Effect Study F p 7712,
Perceptions about In-group H1: Main effect of morality | F 48.531 <.001 .192
members (moral vs. immoral behavior) 2k 161.211 <.001 .398
JE 107.736 <.001 .356

Main effect of foundation | ok 11.705 <.001 .054

2% 6.197 .013 .025

Jkx 133.459 <.001 406

Morality X Foundation I 0.235 .0629 .001

2k 57.772 <.001 191

ke 98.674 <.001 .336

Comparing perceptions about Main effect of morality 2k 146.927 <.001 241
In-group and Out-group 3wk 146.573 <.001 278
members Main effect of foundation 2 2.473 117 .005
Jx 142416 <.001 272

Main effect of group 2 .021 .885 0

3 1.123 290 .003

Morality x Foundation 2 154.282 <.001 250

Jk 199.587 <.001 .344

Group x Morality kK 19.403 <.001 .040

3 .606 437 .002

Group x Foundation 2 2.579 109 .006

3 1.438 231 .004
H2: Three-way interaction 2% 7.377 .007 016

Ko 8.038 .005 .021

Note. Hypothesized Effects in Bold.
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Figure 3. Means and Confidence Intervals of Social Inclusion for
the Individualizing and Binding Foundations in All Experimental
Conditions in Study 2.

to another national context—United States—China tensions.
While this context is less acute than the Israeli—Palestinian
conflict used in Study 2, the trade war between the

two countries, as well as the spread of COVID-19, which
originated in China, resulted in Americans holding unfavor-
able views of China (Devlin et al., 2020).

Method

Participants and Procedure. We aimed to collect roughly 600
participants to allow substantial power to detect the interac-
tive effect with a new measure of group inclusion percep-
tions and to allow for exclusions (as preregistered at https://
aspredicted.org/ZCG_758S).> Participants were 598 Ameri-
can adults, recruited in July 2023* using Prolific Academic,
who correctly answered a general attention item® (mean age
= 42.64, SD = 13.32; 40.9% female). We included training
items to practice the new measure of group inclusion percep-
tion, in which a small circle representing a person could be
moved in relation to a bigger circle representing a group (for
more details see under Measures below and SM3.4). In the
training items, participants were asked to move a small circle
representing a person with a typical American name
described as living in a typical American city toward or away
from a larger circle representing the correct national group
(American) or the incorrect national group (Chinese). The
small circle could be positioned on a spectrum from fully
enclosed in the larger circle (reflecting full social inclusion)
to fully outside the larger circle (reflecting social exclusion).
We removed from the analysis 213 participants who failed to
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Figure 4. Means and Confidence Intervals of Group Inclusion
Perceptions for the Individualizing and Binding Foundations in All
Experimental Conditions in Study 3.

exclude the American person (small circle) from the Chinese
group (big circle) or failed to include the American person
(small circle) in the American group (big circle).® The
remaining 385 participants were included in the final sample
(mean age = 43.174, SD = 13.159; 45.2% female). Sensitiv-
ity analysis based on the actual sample size, 80% power, and
a = .05 indicated that the minimum detectable effect size is
f= .11 (see SM3.1). We report here our results for the final
sample. Analyses using the full sample are presented in
SM3.3 (in those analyses, too, all hypotheses were fully
confirmed).

To enhance the group manipulation we primed partici-
pants’ national identity using a measure of national identifi-
cation (Roccas et al., 2008), then measured investment in
in-group superiority with the collective narcissism scale.
Participants were then randomly allocated to one of four
experimental conditions, based on vignettes describing
moral or immoral acts performed by and affecting individu-
als from the participants’ in-group (USA) or out-group
(China).

Measures and Materials

Investment in In-group Superiority. We used the five-item
scale of collective narcissism developed by Federico and
colleagues (2023; e.g., “If the USA had a major say in the
world, the world would be a much better place”). The mea-
sure yielded adequate internal reliability (o = .920).”

Group Inclusion Perceptions. Participants were presented
with the moral and immoral vignettes using typical Ameri-
can names and cities for the in-group conditions (as used in

Study 1) and typical Chinese names and cities for the out-
group conditions. We added three vignettes representing the
newer, individualizing, foundation of liberty. To measure
group inclusion, we used an adapted version of the Assess-
ment of Person—Group Overlap tool (Schubert & Otten,
2002, originally used to measure inclusion of other in the
self, Aron et al., 1992) numerically anchored at 0 for full
exclusion and 125 for full inclusion. The slider scale and
internal consistencies are presented in SM3.4.

Results and Discussion

Means and confidence intervals are presented in Figure 4.
Testing H1 and H2, the results fully replicate the findings of
Study 2 (see Table 1 and SM3.5).

Focusing on the novel contribution of the current study
(H3), we used the PROCESS (Model 3) extension to SPSS
(Hayes & Preacher, 2014) to test for a moderating effect of
investment in in-group superiority on the difference between
group inclusion perceptions toward in-group (coded as 0)
and out-group (1) members who engage in moral (1) versus
immoral (0) acts (looking only at the individualizing founda-
tions). The expected three-way interaction was significant
(Fy377) =4.142; p = 043, R}, ... =0.009), and is evident in
the different slopes displayed in Figure 5 when comparing
in-group and out-group members. Inclusion perceptions
toward both in-group and out-group members who comply
with individualizing moral foundations are not affected by
attitudes toward in-group superiority. However, perceptions
toward those who violate individualizing foundations differ,
indicating greater sensitivity to in-group deviance: the
greater participants’ investment in in-group superiority, the
more they exclude in-group members who violate individu-
alizing foundations (conditional effect = —3.667, SE =
1.222, ¢ = =3.001, p = .003, 95% CI = [-6.069, —1.264]).
This pattern was reversed for out-group members, although
the simple slopes fail to reach statistical significance (condi-
tional effect = 1.361, SE = 1.171, ¢ = 1.162, p = .246, 95%
CI = [-0.942, 3.664]).

General Discussion

Scholars have rarely addressed the influence of different
types of (im)moral behavior on judgments about group mem-
bership, let alone judgments based on the conduct of out-
group members toward fellow out-group members. Thus,
while Ellemers and Van der Toorn (2015) suggest that “uni-
versal moral guidelines are seen through the lens of group
defining values” (p. 190), we suggest that group identity is
seen (and attributed) through the lens of moral guidelines.
We show that immoral behavior by in-group members
leads to social exclusion. This exclusion is evident for diverse
types of morality and is similar in magnitude for the individu-
alizing and binding moral foundations. These findings were
consistent across three studies, with different populations
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Note. Shaded areas represent the standard errors (SEs) around the regression lines.

from different national groups (Americans and Israelis).
Extending the study to perceptions of out-groups, in Studies 2
and 3 we showed that perceptions of group inclusion toward
out-group members depend on the type of morality. Out-
group members who violate binding moral foundations were
deemed less prototypical members of their group (in Studies
1 and 2) or were represented as overlapping less with their
group (Study 3), compared with those who comply with bind-
ing foundations (similar to the situation for immoral in-group
members). This was not the case for out-group members who
violate individualizing moral foundations. In Study 3, we fur-
ther confirm the role of in-group superiority in moderating
perceptions toward out-group members who violate versus
comply with individualizing foundations, compared with in-
group members.

Social identity theorists argue that social categorization
stimulates comparisons between the in-group and out-group,
and that people are motivated to resolve these comparisons in
ways that preserve (or enhance) their self-esteem by creating a
representation of their group as superior to other groups. Our
findings are in line with this rationale, and the underlying moti-
vation was further confirmed in Study 3 via use of the

collective narcissism scale. Determining the precise nature and
components of in-group superiority is beyond the scope of this
study, although it may be rooted in need for positive distinc-
tiveness. Future research could follow dos Santos and Pereira
(2021) to establish empirically the role of need for positive dis-
tinctiveness. Yet caution should be taken in teasing apart dif-
ferentiation from distinctiveness (Jetten & Spears, 2003).

Our findings confirm that social exclusion is a mechanism
for maintaining in-group superiority, and is therefore applied
differently for in-group and out-group deviants. We thus
extend past theorizing focusing on the role of social exclu-
sion in restoring group positivity threatened by in-group
deviants (see Jetten & Hornsey, 2014). The notion that in-
group positivity can be restored by social exclusion underlies
the black sheep effect (Marques et al., 2001), in which judg-
ments toward deviant in-group members are harsher than
judgments toward deviant out-group members. Interestingly,
another way to bolster belief in the superiority of the in-
group is to downplay in-group immorality—that is, to judge
in-group deviance more leniently (moral hypocrisy,
Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2007). Research is yet to resolve
which of these two competing mechanisms is more likely to
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be used and under what conditions. Perhaps moving from
moral judgments to perceptions of group inclusion could
help tease apart the two. Future studies could also test
whether exclusion reduces the need to judge violators
harshly, and vice versa.

We focused our study on the moral realm: reactions to
behavior such as harming others, behaving unfairly, disobey-
ing authority, or acting disloyally. One may wonder whether
the biased reactions found are also evident in other domains
that concern acceptable and unacceptable behavior. For
example, resting one’s feet on a chair in a cafeteria or drop-
ping ashes on the floor are considered unacceptable norm
violations (Van Kleef et al., 2011), yet they are not immoral
acts. Even young children distinguish moral from conven-
tional norm violations, judging the former more severely
(Smetana et al., 2018). Interestingly, children also derive dif-
ferential expectations for norm abidance, expecting moral
norms to be applicable to everyone and conventional norms
to be applicable only to members of their community
(Karadag & Soley, 2023). As perceptions of norm violation
foster ostracizing behavior (Rudert et al., 2023), future
research may seek to replicate our findings with conven-
tional norm violations.

One may wonder whether individualizing and binding
moralities map onto the distinctions suggested by Abrams
and colleagues (2014, 2017) between generic norms that
apply to individuals across groups and oppositional norms
that specify different, and even contrasting, behaviors for
out-group members. However, the distinction between
generic and non-generic norms is not yet well-defined, with
loyalty, for example, considered a strong oppositional norm
that also involves features of generic norms (Travaglino
et al., 2014). This is especially interesting as in-group favor-
itism in itself is regarded as a generic norm (Iacoviello &
Spears, 2018) that calls for a parochial view of loyalty (Amit
etal., 2024). Relating to generic and particular norms instead
of the content-based distinction between individualizing and
binding moralities, one may expect similar responses to
actions by all individuals, regardless of their group, espe-
cially for individualizing foundations, as these are not group-
related and are thus more generic in nature. However, our
findings support our theorizing linking the motivation to
maintain in-group superiority to differential perceptions
regarding the group inclusion of in-group and out-group
members who conform to versus deviate from individualiz-
ing moralities.

We reasoned that the differences we observed in percep-
tions of national identity are driven by the classic in-group—
out-group distinction. We focused our investigation on
membership in conflictual (Study 2) or competing (Study 3)
national groups in which in-group superiority is expected to
be an especially strong motivator. This may limit the gener-
alizability of our conclusions. It is possible that differential
exclusion of out-group members is only evident in intergroup
contexts in which the self-image of the in-group is

threatened, and may not manifest when the out-group is an
ally. Future studies could investigate other nations, or other
types of groups that may differ in their importance to mem-
bers’ social identity as well as other characteristics (e.g.,
sports fans, ethnic groups, and even artificial groups created
in the lab). This can be done while mapping potential mod-
erators, such as cultural distance or status.

We relied on the construct of collective narcissism to con-
ceptualize and measure emotional investment in in-group
superiority. While different from nationalism, collective nar-
cissism too was developed and largely investigated with
regard to national groups (Cichocka & Cislak, 2020; Golec
de Zavala, 2018). However, the motivation to seek and main-
tain in-group superiority is not confined to the national con-
text and is even evident in lab-formed groups (e.g., Ellemers
et al., 1999). Interestingly, Cichocka (2016) suggested that
group idealization can manifest in two distinct forms: narcis-
sistic, defensive in-group positivity, wherein a belief in in-
group greatness is contingent on external validation; and
secure in-group positivity, which is independent of how the
group appears in the eyes of others. In light of this distinc-
tion, it might be that collective narcissism should be seen as
representing in-group superiority only in its defensive form,
which is also more closely linked to sensitivity to group sta-
tus. Indeed, collective narcissism increases when group sta-
tus is challenged (Bagci et al., 2023; Cichocka & Cislak,
2020), suggesting that differences in perceived group inclu-
sion may be larger in samples composed of disadvantaged
groups.

In addition to confirming our hypotheses, we found some
consistent non-hypothesized effects (see Table 1). Focusing
on the in-group alone, in all three studies, we find that behav-
ior that exemplifies an individualizing (vs. binding) category
yields greater social inclusion. One possible explanation for
this finding is that because binding moral foundations are so
closely linked to the group, they yield high social inclusion
ratings for moral behavior alongside extremely low social
inclusion ratings for immoral behavior. When the two behav-
ior conditions are considered together, the combination of
these two effects then yields an artificially low social inclu-
sion result. This explanation is in line with the significant
two-way interaction found in Studies 2 and 3, which shows
that the difference in group inclusion scores for moral versus
immoral behaviors reflecting binding moral foundations is
larger than the equivalent difference for individualizing
moral foundations.

To test our predictions, we relied on a set of moral
vignettes. This common practice in the study of morality is
limited by the choice of specific vignettes. To reduce these
limitations, we included several vignettes for each moral
foundation, carefully selected based on prior research (see
SM1.2). The moral vignettes were created to equate the
immoral ones, and indeed the difference in group inclusion
perceptions between the moral and immoral vignettes (H1)
was consistent for each of the five moral foundations in
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Study 1, and across populations in Studies 2 and 3. It is there-
fore unlikely to result from the specific choice of vignettes.
Binding and individualizing moralities differ in content and
may provoke reactions to differing degrees (as suggested by
the consistent non-hypothesized effect of the moral founda-
tion discussed above). Importantly, our hypothesis on differ-
ential perceptions toward in-group and out-group members
(H2) was tested using identical vignettes except for the
names and cities indicating group membership. Thus, the
interactive effect with group identity cannot be ascribed to
differences driven by the specific set of vignettes. The lack
of difference between the moral and neutral conditions in
Study 1 suggests that moral behavior is perceived as norma-
tive behavior. It is possible that the effect of the group would
have been even more pronounced if our vignettes had
described “over the top” (i.e., deviant) moral behavior, as
found when comparing pro-norm and anti-norm deviants
(Abrams et al., 2000).

Overall, the current research sheds light on an overlooked
link between morality and social inclusion, extending the
investigation to the study of out-group-on-out-group behav-
ior. We focused our research on perceptions of group mem-
bership given an individual’s (im)moral behavior. Our
findings confirm that people treat in-group and out-group
members alike when it comes to binding moral foundations,
but not when it comes to individualizing moral foundations.
We hope our study will spark more research on judgments of
intra-out-group phenomena.
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Notes

1. Data were collected shortly after Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, at a time when China blamed the
United States for the war. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
China%E2%80%93United States relations

2. Data were collected during a fairly stable phase of the enduring
Israeli—Palestinian conflict, 6 months after the 2021 crisis and 8
months before the 2022 clashes. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Gaza%E2%80%931Israel _conflict#2007%E2%80%932022

3. In the preregistered analysis plan, we declared that we would
test three hypotheses. They were all tested and confirmed.
However, we realized that the second registered hypothesis
(focusing solely on the out-group conditions) is redundant, as it
is embedded in the third hypothesis (expecting a different pat-
tern for in-group and out-group members). We therefore do not
report it here (or in Study 2).

4. Data were collected during a period of talks aiming to deescalate
the conflict between the two countries and stabilize their rela-
tions. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China%E2%80%93 United
States_relations.

5. We used the day-of-week attention item. Participation of
those who failed to mark the requested day was terminated
immediately.

6. We also used two similar items in which the small circle repre-
sented a Chinese person with a typical Chinese name described
as living in a typical Chinese city. Many participants failed to
exclude the Chinese person from the (wrong) American group
or to include that person in the (right) Chinese group. Some par-
ticipants used the messaging system in Prolific to share that the
person could be Chinese-American, and so could have a Chinese
name and origin but nonetheless be fully American. We thus
deviated from the preregistered plan and did not remove partici-
pants who failed those items. Analyses using the preregistered
sample are presented in SM3.2.

7. The measure was strongly correlated with the superiority mode
of identification (r(385) = .865, p < .001) measured by four
(o = .885) of the 16 identification items developed by Roccas
and colleagues (2008). Past research has noted that the two
constructs are conceptually and empirically similar (e.g.,
Biddlestone et al., 2022; Schori-Eyal et al., 2015). Since the
superiority mode of identification has previously been used to
measure perceived in-group superiority (Vollhardt et al., 2021),
the high correlation validates our decision to use the collective
narcissism scale.
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