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In a society where women often feel pressured to tear one 
another down, our saving grace lies in our willingness to lift one 
another up.

—Dr. Madeleine Albright

Low-status group members (e.g., women, ethnic minori-
ties) often have divergent responses to ingroup members’ 
discrimination claims. Dr. Albright’s statement highlights 
the conflicting motivations that women (and other low-status 
group members) may experience when responding to dis-
crimination. There is a pressure to dismiss or derogate 
ingroup claims in an effort to preserve the notion that the 
system is fair and merit-based. Conversely, there is often 
pressure to support ingroup members to address injustice. 
Calling attention to prejudice and discrimination allows oth-
ers to recognize the problem and foster collective action to 
address the issue (e.g., Czopp & Monteith, 2003). Considering 
these opposing reactions to ingroup claims of discrimination, 
it is important to understand when low-status group mem-
bers will back ingroup claimants rather than tear them down.

Individuals vary in their motivations to, on one hand, sup-
port the ingroup, and to, on the other hand, maintain the 

status hierarchy. Ingroup members who strongly identify 
with their group may be especially likely to support an 
ingroup member who claims discrimination (Abrams, 
Marques, Bown, & Henson, 2000; Branscombe, Wann, Noel, 
& Coleman, 1993; Kaiser, Hagiwara, Malahy, & Wilkins, 
2009; Wilkins, Wellman, & Schad, 2017). In contrast, indi-
viduals who strongly endorse the idea that the system is fair 
should be motivated to derogate claimants and deny that dis-
crimination occurred since the claim poses a threat to their 
worldview (e.g., Major, Kaiser, O’Brien, & McCoy, 2007) 
and sense of control (McCoy, Wellman, Cosley, Saslow, & 
Epel, 2013). Thus, these two motivations (to protect the 
ingroup and to protect the self) are likely to be at odds for 
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Abstract
Previous research has found that among low-status individuals, both group identification (GID) and status-legitimizing beliefs 
(SLBs) motivate varying responses to ingroup discrimination claimants. SLBs are traditionally thought to motivate decreased 
support for low-status claimants, while GID is thought to motivate increased liking and support of ingroup members. The 
current research examines these conflicting influences on ingroup claimants among women (Studies 1a and 1b) and Latino/as 
(Studies 2 and 3). We find that when SLBs are strongly endorsed (Studies 1a, 1b, and 2) or primed (Study 3), GID does not 
predict liking or support for a claimant. Only when SLB endorsement is low and identity safety cues are absent does GID 
predict liking and support for a claimant. Our results suggest that when motivations conflict, SLBs seem to more strongly 
predict reactions to ingroup claimants.
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low-status group members in the context of an ingroup mem-
ber’s discrimination claim. In this research, we examine how 
these conflicting motivations, identification with a low-sta-
tus ingroup and endorsement of system legitimacy, interact 
to predict evaluations of, and support for, an ingroup dis-
crimination claimant.

Responses to Discrimination Claims

In general, people respond negatively to discrimination 
claims (e.g., Garcia, Reser, Amo, Redersdorff, & Branscombe, 
2005; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; Wilkins, Wellman, & Kaiser, 
2013). For instance, when a Black individual claims that a 
failing grade is due to discrimination (rather than taking per-
sonal responsibility), they are viewed less favorably and are 
more likely to be seen as a complainer (even when evidence 
suggests discrimination is likely to have occurred; Kaiser & 
Miller, 2001, 2003). There are, however, a variety of motiva-
tions that may affect how discrimination claimants are evalu-
ated. While discrimination claimants are generally disliked, 
beliefs about social inequality and group identification (GID) 
shape these responses.

Across cultures, individuals consistently embrace belief 
systems that justify, legitimize, and stabilize the social status 
hierarchy (e.g., Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Marx & Engels, 
1846/1970; McCoy et  al., 2013; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; 
Son Hing et al., 2011; Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014). In the United 
States, these status-legitimizing beliefs (SLBs) include meri-
tocracy (e.g., the perception that status is based on merit and 
is earned), Protestant work ethic (e.g., the notion that hard 
work is rewarded), and the idea that the hierarchy is perme-
able (e.g., you can move from low status to high; Jost & 
Banaji, 1994; Jost & Hunyady, 2002), as well as other hierar-
chy-enhancing ideologies (e.g., social dominance orienta-
tion; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Individuals vary in the extent 
to which they embrace these beliefs and thus vary in the 
extent to which they are motivated to justify social inequality 
and the existing social hierarchy. SLBs have been theorized 
to transcend status differences, motivating individuals 
regardless of social status to justify the system (e.g., McCoy 
et al., 2013; Unzueta, Everly, & Gutiérrez, 2014).

While it may seem rational that high-status individuals 
would justify their privileged position because they benefit 
from the hierarchy, even low-status individuals are moti-
vated to justify the system (e.g., Jost & Hunyady, 2002). One 
reason low-status individuals may embrace SLBs is because 
those beliefs offer them a sense of personal control over 
future outcomes. For example, low-status group members 
likely find solace in perceiving the system as permeable and 
in believing that if they work hard, they can improve their 
social position (see McCoy et  al., 2013). Low-status indi-
viduals who strongly endorse SLBs are often particularly 
motivated to rationalize social inequality, thus retaining a 
sense of control over their future outcomes by framing their 
current disadvantaged position as fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994; 

Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Major & O’Brien, 2005). This desire 
to preserve a sense of control may lead individuals to justify 
and actively defend against threats to the status hierarchy. 
Discrimination claims from low-status individuals embody 
one such threat to the hierarchy because they imply that the 
system is unfair.

SLBs do in fact moderate responses to individuals who 
claim discrimination. The more individuals endorse SLBs, 
the more likely they are to respond to discrimination claims 
in a way that maintains the social hierarchy (e.g., Unzueta 
et al., 2014; Wilkins, Wellman, Flavin, & Manrique, 2018; 
Wilkins et al., 2017). For example, Kaiser, Dyrenforth, and 
Hagiwara (2006) found that SLBs predicted greater negativ-
ity toward Black people who attributed a negative outcome 
to discrimination but not toward Black people who blamed 
the outcome on another source. Thus, the more individuals 
endorse SLBs, the more they derogate a low-status claimant 
(Kaiser et  al., 2006; Schultz & Maddox, 2013; Shelton & 
Stewart, 2004).

The groups individuals belong to and the importance of 
these groups also influence how individuals perceive and 
respond to ingroup members who claim discrimination. The 
extent to which an individual’s group membership is central 
and important to their self-concept is referred to as GID 
(Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004; Luhtanen & 
Crocker, 1992; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 
1987). The degree to which individuals identify with the group 
reflects an individual’s commitment to obtaining positive out-
comes for the group and achieving group-level goals (e.g., 
Garcia, Schmitt, Branscombe, & Ellemers, 2010; Lowery, 
Unzueta, Knowles, & Goff, 2006; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
Several studies have found that highly identified individuals 
respond positively to ingroup members who confront discrim-
ination against their group (Abrams et al., 2000; Branscombe 
et al., 1993; Kaiser et al., 2009). GID has also been found to be 
associated with men’s positive responses to ingroup bias 
claimants and increased helping intentions toward them 
(Wilkins et al., 2017). Theoretically, these responses are due to 
the perception that the claim serves to maintain the group’s 
interests. As confronting discrimination often incurs negative 
interpersonal consequences (Dodd, Giuliano, Boutell, & 
Moran, 2001; Kaiser & Miller, 2001, 2003; Shelton & Stewart, 
2004; Swim & Hyers, 1999), highly identified group members 
are likely to perceive ingroup discrimination claimants as par-
ticularly loyal to the group. Thus, to the extent to which an 
individual is highly identified with their group, they should be 
motivated to support ingroup members who claim to be vic-
tims of discrimination (e.g., Kaiser et al., 2009).

The Current Research: SLBs Versus 
GID

When studying responses to discrimination claims, SLBs 
and GID are often examined separately (e.g., Kaiser et al., 
2006; Kaiser et al., 2009; Wilkins et al., 2013; Wilkins et al., 
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2017), and therefore, the possible interaction between the 
two has not been fully explored. Among low-status group 
members, motivation to justify the system should lead indi-
viduals to view a claimant less positively because the claim 
suggests the system is unfair. Conversely, motivations to 
support the ingroup should lead to more positive evaluations 
because the claimant is acting in the group’s interest. In other 
words, among low-status groups, SLBs and GID are likely to 
be in conflict when responding to another low-status indi-
vidual’s claim of discrimination.

We predict that motivation to legitimize the system (e.g., 
SLBs) is likely to take precedence over group interest. When 
individuals strongly endorse status legitimacy, a discrimina-
tion claim should be particularly concerning as it threatens 
one’s perceptions of control. We believe that individuals’ 
motivation to maintain a sense of control over their future 
outcomes (e.g., the belief that discrimination is not a barrier, 
and perceptions of social mobility) will reduce support of 
ingroup claimants, even if they are also high in GID. In gen-
eral, we expect that under these circumstances individuals 
will be more motivated to protect the self (e.g., maintain their 
sense of control) rather than the group. We expect that GID 
will only predict positive evaluations of claimants when it 
does not conflict with SLBs (e.g., when SLBs are low).

Studies 1a and 1b examine the interaction between wom-
en’s motivation to justify the system (e.g., SLBs) and their 
motivation to look out for the group (e.g., GID) in response 
to a woman who claims anti-female bias. Study 2 replicates 
and extends these findings by examining these competing 
motivations among Latino/as.

While in general these motivations should be in conflict 
among low-status group members when evaluating a claim-
ant of discrimination, there are likely to be contextual cues 
that may make one motivation more or less relevant/salient. 
One such cue is the presence or absence of a diversity award 
(e.g., Brady, Kaiser, Major, & Kirby, 2015). To gender and 
racial minorities, diversity awards and policies appear to sig-
nal to individuals that a company is not discriminatory and 
that the company addresses bias. Thus, when diversity awards 
are present, low-status claimants may not be perceived of as 
needing support. In other words, a diversity award should 
serve as an identity safety cue for low-status individuals and 
thus reduce the perceived need to protect the group. This pre-
diction is consistent with prior research which found that 
diversity policies decrease the perceived legitimacy of dis-
crimination claims made by low-status group members (e.g., 
Dover, Major, & Kaiser, 2014; Kaiser et al., 2013). As such, 
we expect that when a company is presented as having won a 
diversity award, GID will not predict support for the claim-
ant, regardless of an individual’s level of SLBs. Under these 
circumstances, group motivation should be less salient/rele-
vant as it is a context in which the policy protects the group’s 
interest so that the perceiver does not have to worry about it. 
Thus, we predict that GID and SLBs should only interact 
when identity safety cues are absent.

Finally, in Study 3, we prime SLBs to examine whether 
the influence of GID is eliminated when SLBs are primed. 
We expect that when system motivations are salient (e.g., 
SLBs primed), GID will not predict positive evaluations or 
helping intentions toward the claimant. Together, these stud-
ies examine the role SLBs play in predicting when GID will 
result in support for ingroup claimants among low-status 
group members. While some previous research has included 
low-status participants, the vast majority of studies on SLBs 
and claims of bias have focused on high-status perceivers 
(e.g., Whites, men). The focus of the current study on low-
status group members is intended to add to the sparse litera-
ture on low-status individual’s perceptions of discrimination 
claims.

Study 1a

Study 1a examines whether there is an interaction between 
GID and SLBs in predicting women’s responses to ingroup 
members who claim discrimination. We hypothesize that 
when women are highly motivated to support, maintain, and 
legitimize the system (e.g., they strongly endorse SLBs), 
their motivations to support fellow ingroup members (e.g., 
GID) will not predict positive evaluations of an ingroup 
claimant. Furthermore, we predict that GID will only predict 
support for a claimant when SLBs are low. In addition, we 
examine how identity safety cues, such as mentioning a com-
pany’s past awards for diversity (vs. no mention of awards), 
may alter perceptions of the claimant. The SLB–GID inter-
action should only occur when the company’s prior diversity 
awards are not mentioned, as diversity awards signal that the 
group is protected and thus group motivations should not be 
activated (e.g., Dover et al., 2014). Therefore, we predict that 
SLB endorsement will not interact with GID to predict sup-
port for claimants when diversity awards are mentioned.

Method

Participants.  Approximately 270 female participants were 
recruited through an undergraduate research participant pool 
at a large public university to complete an online study in 
exchange for course credit. We planned to collect 60 partici-
pants per cell and oversampled, anticipating individuals 
might fail the attention checks. After removing individuals 
who engaged in random clicking and one individual who was 
a multivariate outlier, 236 remained (race: 70.3% Latino/a, 
13.6% White, 5.1% Asian, 4.2% African American, 6.8% 
Other; age: M = 22.21, SD = 4.07).

Procedure.  Participants were recruited to participate in a 
study on “Reactions to Current Media,” which asked them to 
read an article about a pending gender discrimination court 
case. In the article, a woman (Lucy Gibbons) claimed to have 
experienced gender-based discrimination by her employer, a 
large pharmaceutical company (Brady et al., 2015, Study 3).1



4	 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

To examine the impact of identity safety cues, participants 
were randomly assigned to either a Diversity Structure con-
dition or a Neutral condition. In the Diversity Structure con-
dition, participants read that the company had been 
recognized by Diversity Careers magazine as a top company 
for female employees, thus setting up a company that had a 
history of valuing diverse employees. In the Neutral condi-
tion, participants read the same article, but there was no men-
tion of the diversity award. Participants then reported their 
evaluations of the claimant.

We examined positive evaluations, rather than negative 
evaluations, because prior research has suggested a reluc-
tance to derogate others when no truly negative facts have 
been provided (see Sears, 1983). Furthermore, we antici-
pated that ingroup evaluations would be positive rather than 
negative. Finally, participants completed measures of assess-
ing endorsement of SLBs and GID.

Measures.  All measures were assessed on a Likert-type scale 
anchored at 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” 
Correlations between variables can be found in Table 1.

Positive evaluations of the claimant.  Seven items measured 
the extent to which participants evaluated the claimant posi-
tively: for example, “The claimant would be good to have 
as a friend”; “The claimant seems to have a good personal-
ity”; and “The claimant seems like they would be good to 
have as a co-worker” (α = .90, M = 4.39, SD = 1.02; range:  
1.86-7.00).

SLBs.  A 12-item SLB measure was adapted from Levin, 
Sidanius, Rabinowitz and Federico (1998): for example, 
“America is an open society where individuals of any group 
can achieve higher status.” These items were averaged 
together to form the SLB composite (O’Brien & Major, 
2005; α = .78, M = 3.34, SD = 0.88; range: 1.25-5.75).

GID.  Participants completed the four-item identity cen-
trality subscale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), measuring 
the degree to which they identify with their gender group: 

“Being a women is an important reflection of who I am”; 
“In general, being a women is important to my self-image”; 
“Being a woman has very little do with how I feel about 
myself” (reverse coded); “Being a woman is unimportant to 
my sense of what kind of person I am” (reverse coded) (α = 
.75, M = 4.18, SD = 1.19; range: 1.00-7.00).

Results

Analysis strategy.  We first tested the three-way interaction 
between condition (Diversity Structure vs. Neutral), SLBs 
(continuous), and GID (continuous), using hierarchical lin-
ear regression. On Step 1, the main effects of condition (0 = 
Diversity Structure), SLBs (mean-centered), and GID (mean-
centered) were entered. On Step 2, all two-way interactions 
(Condition × SLB, Condition × GID, SLB × GID) were 
entered. On Step 3, the three-way interaction between condi-
tion, SLB, and GID was entered. We then examined the 
interaction between SLB and GID within each article condi-
tion. Finally, we examined the simple slopes of GID within 
experimental condition when SLBs were high (1 SD above 
the mean) and low (1 SD below the mean).

Preliminary analyses.  As SLBs and GID were assessed at the 
end of the study, it was important to establish that they were 
not influenced by our experimental manipulation. Neither 
SLB, t(234) = −0.08, p = .94, nor GID, t(234) = −0.17, p = 
.87, differed by experimental condition, allowing us to use 
them as moderators across condition.

Positive evaluations of the claimant.  There was a significant 
three-way interaction between condition, SLBs, and GID, 
F(1, 227) = 4.98, p = .03, ΔR2 = .02; Model: F(7, 227) = 
6.44, p <.001, R2 = .17. Full output is presented in Table 2: 
GID × SLB interaction in the Neutral condition, F(1, 101) 
= 3.33, p = .07, ΔR2 = .03; Model: F(3, 101) = 9.61,  

Table 1.  Correlations Among Variables: Studies 1a and 1b.

1 2 3

Study 1a
1. Positive evaluations  
2. Status-legitimizing beliefs −.32  
3. Group identification .14 −.19  
Study 1b
1. Positive evaluations  
2. Status-legitimizing beliefs −.34  
3. Group identification .13 −.06  
4. Behavioral Intentions .76 −.31 .12

Note. Bold indicates p < .05.

Table 2.  Regression Summary: Study 1a.

Positive evaluations of 
the claimant

  B SE ΔR2

Step 1 .14
  Condition (0 = Diversity) −.20 .13  
  SLB (mean-centered) −.37 .07  
  GID (mean-centered) .09 .05  
Step 2 .01
  SLB × GID −.002 .06  
  SLB × Condition −24 .15  
  GID × Condition .03 .11  
Step 3 .02
  SLB × GID × Condition −.27 .12  

Note. Bold indicates p < .05. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = 
group identification.
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p <.001, R2 = .22, and in the Diversity Structure condition, 
F(1, 126) = 1.70, p = .20, ΔR2 = .01; Model: F(3, 126) = 
4.68, p =.004, R2 = .08.

For individuals low in SLB endorsement, greater GID was 
associated with more positive evaluations of the claimant in 
the Neutral condition, b = .28, p = .02; confidence interval 
(CI): [.04, .53]. There was no significant relationship between 
GID and evaluations of the claimant among low SLB endors-
ers in the Diversity Structure condition, b = .003, p = .97; CI: 
[–.19, .19]. For high SLB endorsers, GID did not significantly 
predict liking of the claimant in either the Neutral condition, b 
= –.03, p = .79; CI: [–.25, .19], or the Diversity Structure 
condition, b = .18, p = .08; CI: [–.02, .37] (see Figure 1).

Discussion: Study 1a

Study 1a examined the interaction between SLBs and GID in 
women’s evaluation of ingroup members who claim sexism. 
Consistent with hypotheses, we found some evidence that 
GID and SLBs interact to predict women’s evaluations of 
discrimination claimants. Among women who rejected SLBs 
(–1 SD), higher GID was associated with more positive eval-
uations of the claimant in the Neutral condition. However, 
among women who endorsed SLBs (+1 SD), GID was not 
associated with positive evaluations of the claimant in the 
Neutral condition. This suggests that GID only increases 
positive evaluations of claimants when SLBs are low and 
identity safety cues are absent. While there was a significant 
three-way interaction, our hypothesis was focused on the 
interaction between GID and SLB within the Neutral condi-
tion, and we did not find the predicted interaction. Thus, 
Study 1a provided only partial support for our hypotheses.

Study 1b

Given the tentative support for our hypotheses in Study 1a, we 
ran Study 1b with a larger sample of women to replicate and 

extend our findings. In addition to examining positive evalua-
tions of the claimant, we examined behavioral intentions 
toward the claimant. We hypothesized that similar to Study 1a, 
SLBs would interact with GID in the Neutral condition but not 
in the Diversity Structure condition. Specifically, we predicted 
that GID would be associated with increased positive evalua-
tions and intentions to help in the Neutral condition when 
SLBs are low. We did not expect GID to predict participant’s 
reactions to the claimant in any other circumstances.

Method

Participants.  In Study 1b, 431 women were recruited from 
TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016) in 
exchange for US$1.50 each. We planned to collect 75 par-
ticipants per cell and oversampled, anticipating individuals 
would fail the attention checks. After removing individuals 
who engaged in random clicking, 341 women remained 
(race: 78.5% White, 6.8% African American, 5.3% Hispanic/
Latino/a, 3.2% Asian, 1.2% Native American/American 
Indian, 5% Other; age: M = 45.70, SD = 15.45).

Procedure.  The procedure for Study 1b was the same as the 
previous study but also included a measure of positive behav-
ioral intentions.

Measures.  All measures were assessed on a Likert-type scale 
anchored at 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” 
Correlations between variables can be found in Table 1.

The same measures of positive evaluations of the claim-
ant (α = .96, M = 4.54, SD = 1.30; range: 1.00-7.00), SLBs 
(α = .87, M = 3.41, SD = 1.05; range: 1.00-7.00), and GID 
(α = .68, M = 4.80, SD = 1.29; range: 1.00-7.00) from 
Study 1a were used.

Positive behavioral intentions.  Five items measured the 
extent to which participants expressed a desire to assist 

Figure 1.  Positive evaluations of the claimant by GID, SLB, and condition: Study 1a.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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or interact with the claimant: for example, “If this person 
asked you for help, how likely would you be to help them?”; 
“How likely would you be to offer the claimant advice about 
their career?”; and “How likely are you to try to avoid this 
individual?”(reverse coded; α = .85, M = 4.32, SD = 1.41; 
range: 1.00-7.00).

Results

Analysis strategy.  We followed the same procedure set forth 
in Study 1a.

Preliminary analyses.  As SLBs and GID were assessed at the 
end of the study, it was important to establish that they were 
not influenced by our experimental manipulation. Neither 

SLB, t(339) = 0.77, p = .45, nor GID, t(339) = −1.86, p = 
.07, significantly differed by experimental condition, allow-
ing us to use them as moderators across condition.

Positive evaluations of the claimant.  We first examined the 
three-way interaction between condition, SLBs, and GID, 
F(1, 333) = 3.62, p = .06, ΔR2 = .01; Model: F(7, 333) = 
8.49, p <.001, R2 = .15. Full output is presented in Table 3. 
Importantly, although the three-way interaction was not sig-
nificant, the predicted GID by SLB interaction in the Neutral 
condition was significant, F(1, 148) = 4.02, p = .047, ΔR2 = 
.02; Model: F(3, 148) = 12.82, p <.001, R2 = .20. There 
was no significant interaction in the Diversity Structure con-
dition, F(1, 185) = .66, p = .42, ΔR2 = .003; Model: F(3, 
185) = 5.75, p =.001, R2 = .09.

For individuals low in SLB endorsement, greater GID 
was associated with more positive evaluations of the claim-
ant in the Neutral condition, b = .23, p = .009; CI: [.06, .40]. 
There was no significant relationship between GID and eval-
uations of the claimant among low SLB endorsers in the 
Diversity Structure condition, b = .01, p = .96; CI: [–.21, 
.22]. For high SLB endorsers, GID did not significantly pre-
dict liking of the claimant in either the Neutral condition, b 
= .01, p = .95; CI: [–.17, .18], or the Diversity Structure 
condition, b = .12, p = .21; CI: [–.07, .30] (see Figure 2).

Positive behavioral intentions.  There was no significant three-
way interaction between condition, SLBs, and GID, F(1, 
333) = 2.87, p = .09, ΔR2 = .01; Model: F(7, 333) = 7.52, 
p <.001, R2 = .12. Full output is presented in Table 3. While 
there was no three-way interaction, as predicted, there was a 
significant GID by SLB interaction in the Neutral condition, 
F(1, 148) = 8.13, p = .005, ΔR2 = .04; Model: F(3, 148) = 
13.33, p <.001, R2 = .21. There was no significant interac-
tion in the Diversity Structure condition, F(1, 185) = .02,  

Table 3.  Regression Summary: Study 1b.

Positive evaluations 
of the claimant

Positive behavioral 
intentions

  b SE ΔR2 b SE ΔR2

Step 1 .14 .11
  Condition (0 = 

Diversity)
−.24 .13 −.23 .15  

  SLB (mean-centered) −.41 .06 −.40 .07  
  GID (mean-centered) .10 .05 .10 .06  
Step 2 .01 .02
  SLB × GID −.04 .04 −.10 .05  
  SLB × Condition −.12 .12 .19 .14  
  GID × Condition −.04 .10 .02 .11  
Step 3 .01 .01
  SLB × GID × 

Condition
.16 .08 .16 .09  

Note. Bold indicates p < .05. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = 
group identification.

Figure 2.  Positive evaluations of the claimant by GID, SLB, and condition: Study 1b.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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p = .88, ΔR2 = .000; Model: F(3, 185) = 3.50, p =.02,  
R2 = .05.

For low SLB endorsers, greater GID was associated with 
more positive behavioral intentions in the Neutral condition, 
b = .26, p = .006; CI: [.08, .45]. There was no significant 
relationship between GID and behavioral intentions among 
low SLB endorsers in the Diversity Structure condition, b = 
.11, p = .38; CI: [–.13, .34]. For high SLB endorsers, GID 
did not significantly predict liking of the claimant in either 
the Neutral condition, b = –.08, p = .40; CI: [–.28, .11], or 
the Diversity Structure condition, b = .08, p = .41; CI: [–.12, 
.28] (see Figure 3).

Discussion: Study 1b

Study 1b revealed an interaction between SLBs and GID in 
women’s evaluation of ingroup members who claim sexism. 
Consistent with hypotheses, we found that GID and SLBs 
interact to predict women’s positive evaluations of claimants 
and their behavioral intentions toward them. Among women 
who rejected SLBs (–1 SD), higher GID was associated with 
more positive evaluations of the claimant and more positive 
behavioral intentions when there was no mention of diver-
sity. However, among women who endorsed SLBs (+1 SD), 
GID was not associated with positive evaluations or with 
behavioral intentions in the Neutral condition. There was no 
interaction between GID and SLBs when identity safety cues 
were present. This suggests that GID only leads to increased 
positive evaluations and behavioral intentions when SLBs 
are low and identity safety cues are absent. In other words, in 
situations in which the motivation to support the system are 
low, group motivation is likely to take precedence.

Study 2

Study 2 was designed to replicate and extend Study 1 with 
a different low-status target group: Latino/as. As with 

women, we tested whether there was an interaction between 
GID and SLBs in Latino/as’ responses to ingroup members’ 
discrimination claims. We hypothesized that motivation to 
support/justify the status hierarchy (i.e., SLBs) would con-
flict with Latino/as’ motivations to support ingroup mem-
bers (i.e., GID) when identity safety cues were absent. We 
expected that, like women, Latino/as’ GID would only pre-
dict positive evaluations and behavioral intentions when 
SLBs were low and identity safety cues were absent. 
Replicating our findings among Latino/as would lend sup-
port to the notion that this conflict extends to other low-
status groups in addition to women.

Method

Participants.  In Study 2, 260 Latino/a Americans were 
recruited from a large public university to participate in 
exchange for course credit. We planned to collect 60 partici-
pants per cell and oversampled, anticipating individuals 
would fail the attention checks. After removing individuals 
who engaged in random clicking, 241 remained (gender: 
84% female; age: M = 21.96, SD = 3.72).

Procedure.  The procedure for Study 2 was the same as the 
previous study but the claimant name was changed to 
“Miguel Rivera,” and he claimed to have experienced racial 
discrimination (adapted from Brady et al., 2015, Study 3).2 
Participants completed measures of positive evaluations of 
the claimant and positive behavioral intentions toward him. 
Participants then reported SLB endorsement and GID.

Measures.  All measures were assessed on a Likert-type scale 
anchored at 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” 
Correlations between measures can be found in Table 4.

The same measures of positive evaluations of the claim-
ant (α = .91, M = 4.29, SD = 1.04; range: 1.86-7.00), posi-
tive behavioral intentions (α = .78, M = 4.60, SD = 1.15; 

Figure 3.  Positive behavioral intentions by GID, SLB, and condition: Study 1b.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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range: 1.40-7.00), and SLB (α = .72, M = 3.43, SD = 0.78; 
range: 1.33-5.92) from the previous study were used. The 
GID measure from Study 1 was reworded for race (e.g., 
“Being a member of my racial group is an important 

reflection of who I am”; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992) (α = 
.70, M =3.87, SD =1.24; range: 1.00-7.00).

Results

Analysis strategy.  We followed the same procedure set forth 
in Study 1.

Preliminary analyses.  We first established that SLBs and GID 
were not affected by the manipulation: SLB: t(239)= −0.02, 
p = .98; CI: [–.20, .20]; GID: t(239) = −0.22, p = .88; CI: 
[–.29, .37].

Positive evaluations of the claimant.  There was a significant 
three-way interaction between condition, SLBs, and GID, 
F(1, 233) = 4.08 p = .045, ΔR2 = .02; Model: F(7, 233) = 
4.00, p <.001, R2 = .11, in predicting evaluations of the 
claimant. Full output is presented in Table 5. Consistent with 
hypotheses, the GID by SLB interaction in the Neutral con-
dition was significant, F(1, 110) = 4.87, p = .03, ΔR2 = .04; 
Model: F(3, 110) = 7.74, p <.001, R2 = .15. There was no 
significant interaction in the Diversity Structure condition, 
F(1, 123) = .59, p = .44, ΔR2 = .005; Model: F(3, 123) = 
3.11, p =.03, R2 = .07.

When individuals were low in SLB endorsement, greater 
GID was associated with more positive evaluations of the 
claimant in the Neutral condition, b = .25, p = .007; CI: 
[.07, .43]. The association between GID and evaluations of 
the claimant among low SLB endorsers was not present in 
the Diversity Structure condition, b = .02, p = .82; CI: [–.15, 
.19]. When individuals were high in SLB endorsement, GID 
did not significantly predict liking for the claimant in either 
the Neutral condition, b = –.01, p = .89; CI: [–.19, .17], or 
the Diversity Structure condition, b = .09, p = .37; CI: [–.11, 
.28] (see Figure 4).

Table 4.  Correlations Among Variables: Study 2.

1 2 3

1. Positive evaluations  
2. Behavioral intentions .62  
3. Status-legitimizing beliefs −.26 −.30  
4. Group identification .24 .27 −.36

Note. Bold indicates p < .05.

Table 5.  Regression Summary: Study 2.

Positive 
evaluations of 
the claimant

Positive 
behavioral 
intentions

  b SE ΔR2 b SE ΔR2

Step 1 .08 .11
  Condition (0 = 

Diversity)
.12 .13 .11 .14  

  SLB (mean-centered) −.30 .09 −.37 .10  
  GID (mean-centered) .09 .05 .11 .06  
Step 2 .02 .007
  SLB × GID −.06 .05 −.01 .06  
  SLB × Condition −.02 .18 .13 .19  
  GID × Condition .08 .10 .15 .11  
Step 3 .02 .02
  SLB × GID × Condition −.21 .11 −.25 .12  

Note. Bold indicates p < .05. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = 
group identification.

Figure 4.  Positive evaluations of the claimant by GID, SLB, and condition: Study 2.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Positive behavioral intentions.  We found a significant three-
way interaction between condition, SLBs, and GID, F(1, 
233) = 4.42, p = .04, ΔR2 = .02; Model: F(7, 233) = 5.01, 
p <.001, R2 = .13. Full output is presented in Table 5: GID 
× SLB interaction in the Neutral condition, F(1, 110) = 
3.05, p = .08, ΔR2 = .02; Model: F(3, 110) = 8.32, p <.001, 
R2 = .19. There was no significant interaction in the Diver-
sity Structure condition, F(1, 123) = 2.23, p = .14, ΔR2 = 
.02; Model: F(3, 123) = 5.14, p =.002, R2 = .09. For consis-
tency, we probed the three-way interaction and found the pat-
tern of results we predicted.

When individuals were low in SLB endorsement, greater 
GID was associated with more positive behavioral inten-
tions toward the claimant in the Neutral condition, b = .30, 
p = .003; CI: [.10, .50]. The association between GID and 
positive behavioral intentions among low SLB endorsers 
was not found in the Diversity Structure condition, b = 
–.02, p = .80; CI: [–.21, .16]. When individuals were high 
in SLB endorsement, GID did not predict positive behav-
ioral intentions toward the claimant in either the Neutral 
condition, b = .08, p =.42; CI: [–.12, .28], or the Diversity 
Structure condition, b = .14, p = .21; CI: [–.08, .35] (see 
Figure 5).

Discussion: Study 2

In replication of Study 1, we found evidence that SLBs inter-
act with GID in predicting Latino/as’ evaluations of ingroup 
discrimination claimants. Only when individuals rejected 
SLBs was GID associated with increased liking of the claim-
ant in the Neutral condition. Among Latino/as who endorsed 
SLBs, however, GID was unrelated to positive evaluations of 
the claimant. Together, this suggests that GID contributes to 
increased positive evaluations only when SLBs are low. 
Furthermore, GID was not associated with positive evalua-
tions of the claimant when identity safety cues were present 

(i.e., with the presence of a diversity award), suggesting that 
regardless of SLB endorsement, safety cues eliminate the 
role of GID. GID also predicted positive helping intentions 
toward the target but, as with positive evaluations, it was 
only when identity safety cues were absent and SLB endorse-
ment was low.

Study 3

While Studies 1 and 2 suggest that high SLBs and identity 
safety cues negate the influence of GID on evaluations of 
ingroup claimants, it remains unclear whether SLBs truly 
reduce the influence of GID. In both previous studies, we 
used SLB endorsement to examine when GID would predict 
positive evaluations and helping intentions. But we did not 
directly manipulate individuals’ SLBs to examine whether 
salience of SLBs influences the relationship between GID 
and evaluation of ingroup discrimination claimants. Thus, in 
Study 3, we sought to provide experimental evidence that 
SLBs eliminate the positive association between GID and 
evaluations of claimants (when identity safety cues are 
absent). By priming SLBs, we hoped to demonstrate experi-
mentally that status-legitimizing motivations would take pre-
cedence over group motivations when evaluating ingroup 
discrimination claimants. We hypothesized that when SLBs 
were primed, GID would be unrelated to Latino/as’ evalua-
tions of, or helping intentions toward, ingroup discrimination 
claimants. We expected that when SLBs were not primed, 
GID would be positively associated with evaluations and 
helping intentions toward ingroup members.

Method

Participants.  Participants were 198 Latino/a Americans 
recruited through an undergraduate research participant pool 
at a large public university in exchange for course credit. We 

Figure 5.  Positive behavioral intentions by GID, SLB, and condition: Study 2.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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planned to collect 75 participants per cell and oversampled, 
anticipating some individuals would fail to complete the 
manipulation or incorrectly answer the attention checks. 
After removing individuals who engaged in random clicking 
and those who failed to complete the manipulation, 148 
remained (gender: 84% female; age: M = 21.96, SD = 3.72).

Procedure.  In Study 3, participants were recruited to partici-
pate in two ostensibly unrelated studies. First, they com-
pleted a study on “Cognitive Performance” which served as 
our manipulation of SLBs. The “Cognitive Performance” 
study employed an established and validated sentence 
unscramble task to prime SLBs (McCoy & Major, 2007; also 
see Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011, Study 4; Wellman, Liu, 
& Wilkins, 2016). In this task, participants were given 20 
sets of five words and were instructed to make four-word 
sentences. They were given 5 min to complete as many of the 
20 sentences as possible.

Participants were randomly assigned to either the SLB 
Prime or Neutral Prime condition. In the SLB Prime condi-
tion, participants’ unscrambled sentences highlighting 
SLBs (e.g., item: “effort positive prosperity leads to”; 
answer: “Effort leads to prosperity.”). In the Neutral Prime 
condition, participants’ unscrambled sentences unrelated to 
SLBs (e.g. item: “cakes she fluffy likes cats”; answer: “She 
likes fluffy cats.”). Participants then proceeded to the 
“Reactions to Current Media” study where they read the 
same discrimination claim article presented in the Neutral 
condition from Study 2. Only the neutral article was used in 
Study 3 as it was the only one that previously demonstrated 
the effect of GID. Participants then reported their positive 
evaluations of the claimant, positive behavioral intentions, 
and GID.

Measures.  All measures were assessed on a Likert-type scale 
anchored at 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.”

Measures were assessed with the same items from Study 
2: positive evaluations of the claimant (α = .92, M = 4.69, 
SD = 0.91; range: 2.50-7.00), positive behavioral intentions 
(α = .66, M = 4.63, SD = 0.97; range: 1.60-7.00), and GID 
(α = .68, M =3.91, SD =1.21; range: 1.00-7.00).

Results

Analysis strategy.  We tested the two-way interaction between 
condition (SLB Prime vs. Neutral Prime) and GID (continu-
ous) using hierarchical linear regression. On Step 1, the main 
effects of condition (0 = Neutral Prime) and GID (mean-
centered) were entered. On Step 2, the two-way interaction 
(Prime Condition × GID) was entered. We probed the inter-
action by examining the simple slopes of GID within the 
SLB prime condition.

Preliminary analyses.  We verified that GID did not differ 
based on experimental condition, t(146) = −0.25, p = .81, 

allowing us to use it as a moderator of participants’ responses 
across condition.

Positive evaluations of the claimant.  As predicted, there was a 
significant interaction between prime condition and GID, F(1, 
144) = 7.19, p = .008, ΔR2 = .04; Model: F(3, 144) = 8.01, 
p <.001, R2 = .14. Full output is presented in Table 6. Greater 
GID was associated with more positive evaluations of the 
claimant in the Neutral Prime condition, b = .35, p < .001; 
CI: [.19, .51]. GID did not significantly predict liking for the 
claimant in the SLB Prime condition, b = –.02, p =.87; CI: 
[–.25, .2] (see Figure 6).

Positive behavioral intentions.  As predicted, there was a sig-
nificant interaction between prime condition and GID, F(1, 
144) = 4.36, p = .04, ΔR2 = .03; Model: F(3, 144) = 4.28, 
p =.006, R2 = .08. Full output is presented in Table 4. 
Greater GID was associated with more positive behavioral 
intentions in the Neutral Prime condition, b = .27, p =. 
001; CI: [.11, .43], but did not predict behavioral intentions 
in the SLB Prime condition, b = –.02, p = .90; CI: [–.24, 
.21] (see Figure 7).

Table 6.  Regression Summary: Study 3.

Positive evaluations 
of the claimant

Positive behavioral 
intentions

  b SE ΔR2 b SE ΔR2

Step 1 .10 .05
  Condition (0 = 

Neutral Prime)
−.30 .16 −.12 .15  

  GID (mean-centered) .23 .07 .18 .07  
Step 2 .04 .03
  GID × Condition −.38 .14 −.29 .14  

Note. Bold indicates p < .05. GID = group identification.

Figure 6.  Positive evaluations of the claimant by GID and prime 
condition: Study 3.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Discussion: Study 3

Study 3 provided experimental evidence that when in con-
flict, SLBs may take precedence over GID in shaping Latino/
as’ evaluations of ingroup racial discrimination claimants. As 
hypothesized, among Latino/as in the SLB Prime condition, 
GID did not predict evaluations or behavioral intentions 
toward the target. However, among Latino/as who completed 
the Neutral Prime, GID was associated with increased posi-
tive evaluations of and increased positive behavioral inten-
tions toward the claimant. This suggests that beliefs about 
status legitimacy are central determinants of reactions toward 
low-status discrimination claimants.

General Discussion

Experiencing discrimination is often characterized as a pain-
ful and aversive experience (see Schmitt, Branscombe, 
Postmes, & Garcia, 2014, for review). When an individual 
decides to address the discrimination by drawing attention to 
one’s experience (e.g., making a claim), one is often met 
with mistrust, derogation, and further rejection (e.g., Kaiser 
& Miller, 2001). Often claimants will seek out support from 
other ingroup members, in hopes of finding a receptive audi-
ence (e.g., Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). Some 
claimants find support from ingroup members, and others 
may be met with apathy or even rejection (Garcia et  al., 
2005). While SLBs motivate individuals to reject and dero-
gate low-status claimants (e.g., Kaiser et  al., 2006), GID 
motivates support for ingroup claimants (Wilkins et  al., 
2017). The current studies illuminate how conflicting moti-
vational (i.e., SLBs and GID) and situational cues (i.e., 
diversity awards) may influence ingroup responses to dis-
crimination claimants.

For low-status group members, SLBs and GID motivate 
conflicting responses to ingroup discrimination claimants. 

SLBs are theorized to motivate individuals to support and 
justify the status hierarchy in an effort to maintain a sense of 
control over their future outcomes (e.g., McCoy et al., 2013). 
This drive to protect the worldview is in direct conflict with 
motivation to help low-status ingroup members who claim 
discrimination. Discrimination claims threaten the belief that 
the system is merit-based and thus leads SLB endorsers to 
withhold support from claimants. Conversely, GID should 
motivate individuals to assist ingroup discrimination claim-
ants, as the claims are in the group’s interest.

We found evidence that SLBs and GID interact to influ-
ence low-status group members’ responses to ingroup 
claimants. Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that evaluations of 
ingroup claimants among both women (Studies 1a and 1b) 
and Latino/as (Study 2) depended on both the individual’s 
endorsement of SLBs and GID. Our findings suggested that 
SLBs conflict with GID, in that only when SLBs were low 
did GID predict positive evaluations of the ingroup claim-
ant. Furthermore, when SLBs were primed (Study 3), GID 
did not predict positive evaluations or helping intentions 
toward Latino/a claimants. In contrast, GID predicted eval-
uations of claimants when SLBs were not primed. Taken 
together, this suggests that beliefs about the status hierar-
chy will take precedence over GID when the two motiva-
tions conflict.

In general, GID and SLBs have a weak to moderate nega-
tive correlation among low-status group members within our 
studies. This suggests that while there are many individuals 
who are low and high in both GID and SLBs, generally there 
is a slight trend to identify more with one and less with the 
other. This may be because of the tendency for those who are 
high in GID to be more likely to perceive group-based dis-
crimination (Major, Quinton, & Schmader, 2003), which 
may make it harder to maintain beliefs that the system is fair 
and legitimate without experiencing dissonance. Also, indi-
viduals who are low in both SLBs and GID are unlikely to 
experience any conflicting motivations, but rather apathy. 
Consequently, those who are low in both SLBs and GID may 
generally lack the motivation to either derogate or support 
ingroup discrimination claimants.

The current research also examined how the presence of 
diversity structures may affect reactions to ingroup discrimi-
nation claimants. Previous research has found that identity 
safety cues (e.g., mentioning institutional diversity structures 
and awards) delegitimize discrimination claims (Brady et al., 
2015; Dover et  al., 2014; Kirby, Kaiser, & Major, 2015). 
Consistent with this notion, in the current research, when the 
company was presented as having previously won a diversity 
award (i.e., identity safety cue), GID was no longer associ-
ated with positive evaluations of the claimant (Studies 1a, 
1b, and 2) or with helping intentions (Studies 1b and 2), even 
when status legitimacy was low. This is consistent with the 
idea that the diversity policies are likely to signal identity 
safety, and thus, the motivation to protect the group should 
be less relevant in this context.

Figure 7.  Positive behavioral intentions by GID and prime 
condition: Study 3.
Note. SLB = status-legitimizing belief; GID = group identification.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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SLBs and GID are often examined separately (e.g., Kaiser 
et  al., 2006; Kaiser et  al., 2009) or one is examined while 
controlling for the effects of the other (e.g., Wilkins et al., 
2017). The current research offers a more nuanced under-
standing of how GID may influence evaluations of ingroup 
discrimination claimants. This is particularly important as it 
helps us understand for whom and under what circumstances 
claimants are likely to receive support. Our research also 
suggests that the system-justifying messages that permeate 
American culture may prevent low-status individuals from 
more fully supporting ingroup members who claim discrimi-
nation. Examining these conflicting motivations may also be 
beneficial in a variety of other contexts in which group inter-
ests and status legitimacy interests are both likely to be rele-
vant. For example, it is likely that we would see a similar 
interaction when exploring the likelihood that low-status 
individuals will engage in collective action. Our results sug-
gest that only when SLBs are low would we expect GID to 
predict low-status individuals’ propensity to protest.

While the current research provides new insight into low-
status individuals’ responses to ingroup discrimination 
claimants, it is not without its limitations. The current 
research focuses only on one overarching identity group at a 
time (e.g., women; Latino/as) rather than examining the pos-
sible intersection of multiple identities. While examining this 
intersection was beyond the scope of the current research, it 
may be the case that Latina women, for example, would 
respond differently to viewing a Latina woman experiencing 
sexism than they would to either a White woman or a Latino/a 
man. Although ultimately an empirical question, we imagine 
that perceived similarity to the claimant might affect GID, 
and thus responses. If a claimant is perceived as being simi-
lar to the social perceiver, it might increase GID in such a 
way that alters its relationship to SLBs. Future work could 
examine how intersecting group memberships and claimant 
similarity may affect group and system motivations.

Conclusions

Given that discrimination claims are routinely met with der-
ogation and relatively negative reactions (e.g., Garcia et al., 
2005; Kaiser & Miller, 2003; Kaiser & Wilkins, 2010), it is 
important to understand who is likely to provide support to 
claimants. Our research suggests that while GID predicts 
support for ingroup claimants, it only does so when SLBs are 
low. In essence, group motivation may only lead to support-
ive responses when it does not conflict with one’s motivation 
to uphold the status hierarchy. While GID may motivate one 
to look out for the group, the current research suggests that 
when motivation to justify the system is strong, status legiti-
macy supersedes group interest. Thus, while Dr. Albright’s 
quote suggests that our greatest strength is in our ability to 
lift up other ingroup members (despite the pressures to tear 
them down), our research suggests that motivations to justify 

the system are likely to get in the way of our motivations to 
lift one another up.
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Notes

1.	 In line with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), the 
article was adapted so that participants’ group membership (i.e., 
being a women) was salient/relevant. That is, because our claim-
ant had a female name and was claiming sexism, we expected 
that participants would consider their gender while reading the 
article and responding to the questions.

2.	 Similar to Study 1, the article was adapted so that participants’ 
racial/ethnic membership (i.e., Latino/a) was salient/relevant. 
That is, because our claimant had a stereotypical Latino name 
and was claiming racial discrimination, we anticipated that par-
ticipants would focus on their race while reading the article and 
responding to the questions.
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