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It rains on the day of the local elections. The polling station remains empty, nobody 
is casting their vote. This disconcerting scene is the starting point of Saramago’s (2004) 
novel Seeing. With the weather clearing up in the afternoon, people eventually turn 
out to vote. As it turns out, however, nearly everyone casts a blank vote. In what 
follows, Saramago paints a fascinating but sinister picture of what happens when 
citizens no longer follow the rules and norms of a democracy. Lacking any mandate 
to govern, politicians resort to extreme measures to force citizens to comply with 
democratic norms, desperate to remain in power. Saramago’s exploration of the limits 
of a democracy rests on an imaginary scenario but raises important questions about 
the role that citizens play in political decision-making. If citizens completely refrain 
from voting or other political actions, there is no straightforward way of assembling a 
government that represents the demands, wishes, or opinions of the people. This begs 
the question why people would remain politically inactive.

The aim of this dissertation is to provide a social psychological investigation of 
political inaction. Political inaction refers to citizens’ abstinence from any behavior 
aimed at influencing political decision-making. Studying political inaction, something 
that is not a readily observable behavior, begs the question what it is, how it can be 
studied, and why it needs to be studied to begin with. Were the citizens in Saramago’s 
Seeing inactive, or did they actively send a signal to political elites by casting blank 
votes? What were they trying to achieve? Why are some people motivated to engage 
in political action, whereas others might not be? And what is the role of political elites 
and the democratic system in people’s motivation to participate in politics or not? In 
this dissertation, one theory chapter and four empirical chapters will examine reasons 
why citizens remain politically inactive. I will use this general introduction to clarify 
what political inaction is and why it is important to study, and explain how the social 
psychological approach of this dissertation can add to our understanding of why 
people remain politically inactive.

THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF 
POLITICAL INACTION

There is a wealth of research on political participation: citizens’ actions that have 
the aim of affecting politics (Van Deth, 2014). Clear examples of political participation 
include voting, joining a street demonstration, or donating money to a political 
campaign. Other types of action cannot be as clearly defined as political participa-
tion. Petitions are not always signed to affect politics, and buying certain products 
for ethical reasons could, or could not, have political impact. A lively debate exists 
on which types of actions can be considered political, but one of the key criteria of 
political participation is that it is actually some kind of action (Van Deth, 2014). For this 
dissertation, I define political inaction as the opposite: the absence of citizens’ actions 
aimed at affecting politics. The focus on citizens’ actions means that we exclude 
inaction by, for example, political elites, political institutions, or governments. Figure 
1.1 provides an overview of responses to societal issues, in which political inaction 
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is distinguished from other responses. Note that this is not an exhaustive overview of 
responses to societal issues, but allows for distinguishing political inaction —as used in 
this dissertation— from political action and general inaction. 

these (non-)actions have the aim of influencing policy, politicians, or public opinion, 
they are considered forms of political action rather than political inaction. 

In this dissertation, I focus on those instances where people are aware of the 
opportunities to influence politics, do not do so, and where inaction is not an explicitly 
political act in itself (e.g., boycotting elections). Political inaction, as such, can mean 
apathy; not being interested in politics and political action. Additionally, it includes 
instances where people cannot participate —for example because they have other 
obligations. It can also mean that people find other ways of responding to societal 
issues instead of participating in political action. They might complain to their 
colleagues instead of joining a protest march. They might argue that things are not so 
bad after all, instead of signing a petition. Or they might argue that joining a street 
demonstration will not change anything and stay at home. Throughout the chapters of 
this dissertation, I will examine several of these responses in more depth and show how 
they are associated with political inaction.  

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
STUDYING POLITICAL 
INACTION

The citizens boycotting the local elections in Saramago’s Seeing cannot be 
considered politically inactive as I define it. After all, they went to the polling stations 
to cast a blank vote. Nonetheless, the description of what happens when the elections 
are boycotted extends to what happens when citizen do remain politically inactive. 
Political inaction is problematic for democracy itself: people might feel distanced 
from political elites, disengage from civic duties, and therefore refuse to participate 
in the political process. Recent scholarly work argues that political inaction can be 
considered a sign that support for democracies is declining, that the legitimacy of 
governments is questioned, or that trust in elites has declined —that there is a demo-
cratic deficit (Norris, 2011). However, political inaction is not a recent phenomenon 
and is part of any democracy in some degree. 

Political inaction is problematic in representative democracies because it under-
mines political representation of citizens. Political action allows citizens to make their 
voices heard and be represented by those in power. However, decades of research 
in political science and political sociology has shown inequalities in who participates 
in political action. Especially those with higher levels of education are more likely 
to participate (Armingeon & Schadel, 2015; Gallego, 2007). This finding holds for 
voting, but is especially pronounced in less common forms of political participation, 
such as street demonstrations or donating to political parties (Armingeon & Schadel, 
2015; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). Education level plays an important role in 
who participates in political action, but because other socio-economic factors — for 
example income— are associated with one’s education level, those who are generally 
advantaged in society are more likely to participate in political action. In other 

societal  
issue

no awareness
of political

opportunities

inaction

political 
action

political 
inaction

awareness of
political

opportunities

FIGURE 1.1: POLITICAL INACTION AS ONE OF THE RESPONSES TO SOCIETAL ISSUES.

Awareness of the possibilities of political action is crucial in how I conceptualize 
political inaction. More formally, inaction only can be considered inaction when 
people are aware of opportunities to participate in political action, but opt not to 
(May, 1990; following Postmes, Van Bezouw, & Kutlaca, 2013). For the purpose of 
this dissertation, I do not consider it political inaction when someone is not aware of 
a petition, a street demonstration, or another form of political participation and does, 
therefore, not participate. Similarly, not voting in an election that one is not eligible for, 
is not considered political inaction. In short, these forms of inaction are not political 
(see Figure 1.1) and do not allow for an investigation of the psychological processes 
underlying political inaction.   

When people are aware of the opportunities to participate in political action, still 
not all failures to act can be considered political inaction (see Figure 1.1). As others 
have noted before, not participating in political action can be a highly political act 
(Hay, 2007). Boycotting a certain product, boycotting an election, or refusing to work 
because of a general strike are all instances of refusing to act, but are nonetheless 
generally considered forms of political participation (Van Deth, 2014). Because all of 
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words, there is unequal political representation between the groups in society that 
are relatively well-off and those that are not. Disadvantaged groups might face more 
difficulty in translating their wishes, needs, and opinions to political representation 
through engagement in political action.

The difference in participation rates of different groups in society is one of the 
important starting points of this dissertation because it can bolster other societal 
inequalities. Political action can lead to social change in various domains: rights, 
privileges, income, opportunities, and other domains. Conversely, when disadvan-
taged groups refrain from political action, and no political action is taken on their 
behalf, existing inequalities could remain or even increase. 

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL 
APPROACH TO 
POLITICAL INACTION

Did the rain deter people to go voting in the local election in Seeing? How far 
did people have to walk to get to a polling station? Such practical concerns can 
have a big impact on whether people engage in political action or not. Moreover, 
structural factors —such as mandatory voting— are highly influential in how many 
people engage in political action (Birch, 2016). Nonetheless, there are reasons to 
look beyond practical or structural factors. First, there are many instances where 
citizens overcome some of the biggest barriers to voice their political opinion —for 
example severe government or police repression. Conversely, even when there are 
plenty of opportunities to participate in political action, people often fail to do so. In 
both of these cases, looking at how people perceive these opportunities or restrictions 
to participate in political action is more informative than only considering structural, 
objective factors. Second, focusing on political inaction means that there is no readily 
observable behavior to study. Therefore, studying the underlying motivations, emotions, 
and attitudes is crucial for a better comprehension of why people remain politically 
inactive. Taking a social psychological approach allows for investigating political 
inaction not merely as the absence of motivating factors to engage in political action, 
but as an object of study in itself with its own dynamics.

Research among social movement sympathizers has shown that even when people 
are prepared to engage in political action, people do not always do so (Oegema & 
Klandermans, 1994). Only a few studies have explicitly focused on the reasons why 
people remain politically inactive. The feeling that all will be well and the belief that the 
world is just (Lerner, 1980) have been shown to inhibit participation in demonstrations 
(Stroebe, 2013). Additionally, Stroebe, Postmes and Roos (2018) showed that in 
cases of collective injustice, collective action might not always emerge when ingroup 
members engage in ingroup oriented behaviors —such as giving social support to 
others. Although these findings show how important it is to study the specific factors 
that contribute to political inaction, over-and-above the lack of motivating factors to 

engage in political action, much work remains to be done to get a more complete 
understanding of political inaction. In this dissertation, I mainly draw from —and 
extend— social psychological theories on intergroup relations and collective action. 
Most notably, social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which is a leading 
theoretical perspective on intergroup relations with various implications for political 
action and inaction, and system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994), which 
examines the underlying motivations for the maintenance of the societal status quo and 
offers insight into why people could remain politically inactive.

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY 
AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 

 Social identity theory posits that people are aware that they belong to certain 
groups or social categories and derive self-relevant information from these group 
memberships (Tajfel, 1969). Moreover, people strive for positive distinctiveness of 
the groups they identify with vis-à-vis relevant outgroups. For political action and 
political inaction, social identity theory is especially relevant because it specifies 
various responses that people can display to instances when group membership is 
negative. One such response is engagement in social competition strategies, mostly 
studied as collective action. Collective action is commonly defined as ‘acting as a 
representative of the group and the action is directed at improving the condition of the 
entire group (Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1999, p.995). As such, collective action 
can be non-political —for example when it concerns collaborative efforts in orga-
nizations— but is by-and-large used to signal political actions such as joining street 
demonstrations that benefit the ingroup. A rich literature has developed about what 
leads people to engage in collective action. Based on an extensive meta-analysis, Van 
Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears (2008) showed that perceptions of injustice, feelings 
of efficacy, and identification with others are core predictors of engaging in collective 
action. The absence of these perceptions and attitudes should, therefore, contribute 
to political inaction. When there are no feelings of injustice, no expectations that 
collective action will result in any social change, or when one does not identify with 
others who share the same faith, collective action indeed seems less likely. 
   Two other responses to negative group membership proposed by social 
identity theory are less commonly studied in political psychology, but are potentially 
relevant for political inaction. First, Tajfel and Turner (1979) proposed that people’s 
initial response to negative group membership is to try to leave the group: individual 
mobility. Second, social identity theory postulates that people can re-interpret 
intergroup comparisons to make them more favorable: social creativity (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). Both individual mobility and social creativity do not pertain to active attempts 
to improve the ingroup’s relative status through collective action, and might therefore 
contribute to political inaction. 
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 SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION 
THEORY

Driven by the observation that people do not always have attitudes or display 
actions that favor the ingroup, Jost and Banaji (1994) developed system justification 
theory. This influential theory posits that different psychological needs (e.g., the need 
for predictability) motivate people to justify the status quo (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 
2004), which may even be the case when doing so is not in one’s self-interest or when 
it does not favor the ingroup (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Ni Sullivan, 2003; Jost & Van 
der Toorn, 2012). Intentions to engage in collective action are inhibited by stronger 
beliefs that the system is fair (Jost, Chaikalis-Petritsis, Abrams, Sidanius, Van der Toorn, 
& Bratt, 2012); believing that the system is fair provides a rationale for why the current 
situation does not need to be changed. System justification theory, therefore, has direct 
implications for political inaction. 

OVERVIEW OF THIS 
DISSERTATION 

In this dissertation, I aim to increase understanding of the social psychology of 
political inaction. Different aspects of the social context are important for under-
standing the dynamics of political inaction. Personally-held beliefs about the efficacy 
of collective action, for example, can be influenced by the responsiveness of the 
government. Distancing oneself from those who face the same societal issue might be 
detrimental for motivations to participate in a street demonstration. Social movements 
might put out some messages people do not fully agree with, making it harder for them 
to support these movements. The chapters of this dissertation aim to shed light on how 
these different aspects of the social context are associated with the social psychology 
of political inaction.

This dissertation consists of several chapters based on manuscripts that are 
published in, submitted to, or in preparation for submission to scientific journals. 
As such, they are stand-alone manuscripts that all illuminate different aspects of 
political inaction without necessarily answering one overarching research question. 
I will, therefore, provide an overview of the different chapters of this dissertation 
and briefly explain their separate contributions to the overall aim of gaining a better 
understanding of political inaction. Moreover, this approach means that there will 
be some overlap between the different chapters of this dissertation. Throughout the 
chapters following this general introduction, the pronoun ‘we’ is used to reflect the joint 
efforts by my collaborators and me in conducting the various studies and reporting on 
the findings. 

The aim of Chapter 2 is to revive scholarly interest in the concept of social 
creativity —a way to manage one’s social identity through re-interpreting intergroup 
comparisons. Much scholarly work within the social identity theory framework has 

focused on social change: how does engagement of lower-status groups in collective 
action change their adverse situation vis-à-vis higher status outgroups? Social 
creativity might contribute to the opposite of social change; persistent inequality. To 
understand how social creativity can contribute to persistent inequality and inaction, a 
dynamic approach to the social structure of intergroup relations is put forward in this 
chapter. We discuss how higher- and lower-status groups employ social creativity and 
how this affects the social structure. We present several politically relevant examples of 
how social creativity can lead to political inaction, but also to political action in some 
cases. Finally, we explain how system justification theory and social creativity can play 
similar roles in the maintenance of unequal intergroup relations, but that they have 
different underlying motivations. As a result, their downstream effects might differ. We 
provide a research agenda to revive interest in this often-ignored part of social identity 
theory, including a call to use qualitative methods for the study of social creativity. 
Whereas some parts of this research agenda are addressed in subsequent chapters 
(for example the use of qualitative methods in Chapter 3), some parts fall outside of 
the scope of the research conducted for this dissertation. 

In Chapter 3, we explore how citizens explain political inaction based on 26 
focus group discussions conducted in Brazil, Hungary, and the Netherlands. We used 
latent thematic analysis, informed by several social psychological theories relevant 
for political inaction, to grasp how opinions about political inaction are formed in 
group discussions. A clear norm came to the fore in nearly all discussions in the three 
countries: political inaction is an issue and should be reduced. Political inaction 
is mainly attributed to a lack of efficacy that people experience. The focus group 
participants blamed unresponsive governments, cited personal fears of repercussions 
for engaging in political action, or named cultural differences between and within 
countries to explain political inaction. How the arguments were expressed depended 
on the socio-political context, but also on how people self-categorized. The role that 
participants took in the focus groups discussion, for example portraying oneself as 
being politically active in contrast with people who are inactive, was important in 
understanding the explanations that people gave for political inaction. 

In Chapter 4, we report on an examination of the role of self-categorization in 
how people cope with inequality. Inequality is a multi-faceted societal issue that has 
implications for individuals, groups in society, and for society itself. Using an online 
survey experiment among inhabitants of the United States of America (N=257), we 
manipulated how people self-categorized by making salient their unique individuality, 
ethnic ingroup membership, being American, or the American socio-political system. 
Subsequently, we tested how this affected several coping responses to threatening 
information about police violence, affecting Black Americans disproportionally 
more than White Americans. Overall, we found little support that self-categorization 
influenced how people responded to this information. Only when the Black American 
ingroup was salient, Black Americans unexpectedly signaled feeling empowered 
rather than more threatened. The different coping responses were associated with 
distinct emotions. We found that negative emotions —such as anger— were associated 
with active coping responses (e.g., collective action), whereas positive emotions —such 
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as pride— were associated with stronger justification of the system and social 
creativity. This latter finding provides support for the idea that engaging in cognitive 
coping strategies or rationalizations of societal issues can serve people to feel well 
despite experiencing grievances. However, engaging in these forms of coping might 
mean that people remain politically inactive, inhibiting social change. 

Chapter 5 focuses on an aspect of the social context that is important for political 
inaction: the role of social movements. More specifically, this chapter investigates 
individual-level perceptions of the goals that social movements put forward and 
the effect that this has on intentions to join this movement. We conducted a survey 
study (N= 351) among inhabitants of a part of the Netherlands that is affected by 
gas-extraction induced earthquakes, but where collective action in response to 
the adverse situation has been rare. We distinguished between goals that reflect 
collective outcomes (i.e., reducing gas extraction) and individual outcomes (i.e., 
financial compensation), but also between these outcome goals and means goals that 
reflect ways to achieve these outcomes (i.e., influencing policy makers). Moreover, 
we looked at how perceptions of shared opinions with other affected citizens or 
unaffected others influenced the importance of the different goals and intentions to join 
a social movement. The findings showed that political inaction can stem from a strong 
focus on individual outcome goals —financial compensation was deemed important 
but was not associated with joining a social movement. The collective outcome 
goals were associated with increased likelihood of joining the movement through the 
perception of shared grievances. Secondly, we found that feelings of deprivation 
could motivate people to join the social movement in order to influence policy makers. 
Together, the findings show that political action becomes more likely when the goals of 
social movements and its potential followers align. In practice, however, it is difficult to 
find alignment when there are many potential goals a social movement could achieve, 
bolstering political inaction. 

In the final empirical chapter, Chapter 6, we take an even broader contextual 
level into account in our social-psychological approach to political inaction: the socio-
political system. More specifically, we examined which factors are associated with 
confidence in the sociopolitical system among Iranian migrants in Western-Europe, 
and how this affects intentions to participate in collective action. We conducted an 
online survey (N=935) in eight European countries and found that confidence in the 
sociopolitical system was generally high in our sample, associated mainly to high 
levels of efficacy. Conversely, increased feelings of threat, feeling disadvantaged, 
a longer residence in Europe, and perceived intergroup stability all decreased 
confidence in the system. Surprisingly, system confidence was barely associated with 
political inaction. We found some support for earlier findings that both high and low 
levels of system confidence increase political participation, but this effect was small.

In Chapter 7 I summarize the findings of the different chapters and examine the 
commonalities and differences between them. Several implications for future studies 
on political inaction and for theory are discussed. Moreover, I raise, and tentatively 
answer, the moral societal question about political inaction as to whether people 
should participate in political action. 
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ABSTRACT
Social Identity Theory is commonly used to explain social change. In this article, 

we demonstrate how Social Identity Theory can also contribute to explaining persistent 
inequality. We aim to revive scholarly interest in the concept of social creativity. Social 
creativity allows people to maintain or achieve a positive social identity through 
re-interpreting intergroup relations. To understand how social creativity contributes 
to persistent inequality, we propose a dynamic approach to the social structure 
of intergroup relations. In this approach, we first consider how both higher- and 
lower-status groups employ social creativity and how this affects the social structure. 
Second, we show the causes and consequences of employing social creativity. Third, 
we discuss how system justification and social creativity can play a similar role in 
maintaining the status quo, but that their downstream effects might differ because of 
divergent underlying motivations. Finally, we outline a research agenda for future 
research on social creativity. 

THIS CHAPTER IS BASED ON THE MANUSCRIPT: VAN BEZOUW,  
M. J., VAN DER TOORN, J. & BECKER, J. SOCIAL CREATIVITY: REVIVING A 
SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH TO EXPLAINING PERSISTENT INTERGROUP 
INEQUALITY (INVITED FOR RESUBMISSION AFTER MINOR REVISIONS).

CHAPTER 2  
SOCIAL 

CREATIVITY: 
REVIVING 
A SOCIAL 
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SOCIAL CREATIVITY: REVIVING 
A SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH 
TO EXPLAINING PERSISTENT 
INTERGROUP INEQUALITY

Societies around the world are, to a varying degree, marked by social, economic, 
and political inequality. Groups of people can differ in income, rights, privileges, 
education level, and social status. Importantly, inequality is associated with negative 
health outcomes, higher levels of violence, a lack of trust, and many other adverse 
outcomes, negatively affecting both advantaged and disadvantaged groups in society 
(Wilkinson, 2002; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Against this background, there is a 
societal need for understanding why structural inequality is such a persistent feature 
of society, but also how social change for a more equal society can come about. 
Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) has been one of the most 
prominent theories in social psychology aimed at understanding intergroup relations. 
Most scholarly work within the social identity tradition has focused on the factors that 
can contribute to social change through collective action (e.g., Van Zomeren, Postmes, 
& Spears, 2008; Wright, 2003). Factors that inhibit social change, and therefore could 
contribute to enduring inequality, are less commonly studied in this framework (but see 
Klandermans & Van Stekelenburg, 2014; Stroebe, Postmes, & Roos, 2019 for some 
notable exceptions).

System justification theory has been developed to complement social identity 
theory in an attempt to explain why existing social arrangements are preserved (Jost, 
2011; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). The theory posits that various psychological needs 
(e.g., the need for certainty) motivate people to justify the social and political status 
quo (Jost & Banaji, 1994). As such, it provides the psychological mechanisms that 
contribute to the maintenance of inequality and status differences between groups 
in society, even when this conflicts with personal or ingroup interests (Jost, Pelham, 
Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003; Jost & Van der Toorn, 2012). The maintenance of the 
status quo can, however, also be understood as an intergroup relations phenomenon. 
Tajfel and Turner (1979) have argued that employment of social creativity allows 
people to rationalize lower group status, rather than attempting to change intergroup 
relations. As such, social creativity could play a similar role to system justification in the 
maintenance of inequality. However, different motivations underlie justification of the 
system and employing social creativity and their effects on intergroup relations might, 
in some cases, differ accordingly. Surprisingly little scholarly attention has been given 
to the concept of social creativity since it was put forward some 40 years ago, leaving 
its antecedents, consequences, and the role it can play in enduring inequality largely 
unclear. 

With this theoretical chapter, we aim to revive scholarly interest in social creativity 
because we believe that it can capture a range of important social phenomena 
(e.g., political inaction, persistent inequality) within a social identity framework. To 
do so, we first trace how social creativity was introduced as part of social identity 
theory in the 1970s, focusing on how people can create positive differentiation 
between groups, and provide a brief overview of the different ways in which it has 
been operationalized since then. Secondly, to understand how social creativity can 
contribute to stability of intergroup relations, we critically discuss the conditions under 
which social creativity is most likely to occur: the social structure of intergroup relations. 
Adding to earlier theoretical (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and empirical work (Ellemers, 
1993; Ellemers, Van Knippenberg, & Wilke, 1990; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 1997), 
we contend that perceptions of legitimacy, stability, and permeability in intergroup 
relations do not only shape engagement in social creativity and other social identity 
management strategies, but that engagement in these strategies can, in turn, shape the 
social structure of intergroup relations. This conceptualization of the social structure 
offers an integrative approach to understanding the dynamics of persistent intergroup 
inequality by considering both the antecedents and outcomes of engaging in social 
creativity. Moreover, in this framework we show how the actions and attitudes of both 
higher and lower-status groups can contribute to maintaining inequality in intergroup 
relations, departing from social identity theory’s historical focus on lower-status 
groups. Third, we explain how system justification motivations differ from motives 
that serve ingroup interests and how this can lead to different downstream effects on 
intergroup inequality. Furthermore, we discuss how the motivation to justify the system 
can change perceptions of the legitimacy and stability of intergroup status relations, 
possibly changing the likelihood of people employing social creativity. We conclude 
by setting a research agenda, including several methodological considerations, that 
offers specific directions for future research on social creativity and its role in persistent 
societal inequality. 

THE ORIGINS OF SOCIAL 
CREATIVITY: FINDING 
DIFFERENTIATION IN 
INTERGROUP COMPARISONS

In the 1970s, Henri Tajfel and John Turner in various writings laid the foundations 
of social identity theory (Tajfel, 1969; 1978; 1981; 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
The core of social identity theory is that people derive a part of their self-concept 
from membership of groups or social categories they identify with (Tajfel, 1969). 
Identification with these groups or social categories in turn shapes a range of attitudes 
and behaviors, such as preference for the ingroup over relevant outgroups, norms 
derived from the group, and actions to increase the status of the group (Hinkle & 
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Brown, 1990; Hogg, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 
1990). Social identification is a relational and comparative process: intergroup 
comparisons provide the information about whether someone is better or worse off 
compared to members of a relevant outgroup (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This process is 
value-laden; people are motivated to achieve a positive intergroup comparison in 
order to reach a positive evaluation of oneself in society (Turner, 1975).

Tajfel and Turner (1979) specified social creativity as one of the strategies that 
people can employ to regain or maintain positive distinctiveness for the groups or 
social categories they identify with. Rather than seeking ways to improve the status 
of the ingroup through social competition — for example collective action— with 
a relevant outgroup, social creativity concerns re-interpreting or re-defining the 
intergroup comparison in a favorable way (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p.43): 

“The group members may seek positive distinctiveness for the in-group by 
redefining or altering the elements of the comparative situation’. This need not involve 
any change in the group’s actual social position or access to objective resources in 
relation to the out-group. It is a group rather than individualistic strategy.”

To better understand the difference between social competition and social 
creativity strategies it is important to consider how people can compare positively to 
a relevant outgroup: how are they different? Tajfel and Turner drew from the work on 
social differentiation by Gerard Lemaine (1974), who —in a time where (American) 
social psychology was still heavily influenced by Asch’s seminal work on conformity 
(Asch, 1951; 1955)— argued that people have a desire to be unique compared 
to others and have various ways of finding differentiation in comparisons to others. 
Lemaine (1974) argued that people might seek social differentiation by stressing how 
they are not comparable to others and emphasize how their social position is unique. 
The key difference between social creativity and social competition strategies rests 
on whether a positive intergroup differentiation is achieved through re-interpreting 
the social comparison itself (social creativity) or attempting to improve the ingroup’s 
status vis-à-vis a relevant outgroup on the comparison dimension causing the status 
difference. 

There are different ways in which people can alter the elements of the comparative 
situation to make it more favorable for the ingroup. Tajfel and Turner (1979) distin-
guished between three main forms of social creativity, but note that social creativity is 
not confined to just these three. Subsequent research has provided empirical evidence 
for these various social creativity strategies. The ingroup can seek comparison on 
a new dimension —we are poor but we are happy (e.g., Becker, 2012; Jackson, 
Sullivan, Harnish, & Hodge, 1996; Yzerbyt & Cambon, 2017). Additionally, people 
can change the values assigned to attributes of the group in two ways. Externally 
imposed negative group attributes can be turned into positive ones —being poor is 
pious (Malovicki Yaffe, Solak, Halperin, & Saguy, 2018) and Black is Beautiful (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979) are examples of this. This form of ‘reappropriation’ of negative stigma 
has been shown to increase empowerment of one’s group (Galinsky, Hugenberg, 
Groom, & Bodenhausen, 2003). Alternatively, changing the value can also include 
downplaying how important a certain attribute is (Becker, 2012; Jackson et al., 1996; 

Lalonde, 1992) —we are poor but we do not care much about money. Finally, the 
ingroup can be compared to a different outgroup, mainly to avoid comparisons with 
higher status outgroups (i.e., downward comparison, Tajfel & Turner, 1979) —we are 
poor but they are even poorer than us. 

Additional forms of social creativity have also been identified in subsequent 
research. People can in engage in superordinate recategorization (Gaertner, Dovidio, 
Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993), meaning that instead of focusing on the negative 
identity, a broader and more positive identity can be emphasized that includes both 
in- and outgroup —we are poor but we are all part of this great country. This has been 
identified as an additional social creativity strategy (Blanz, Mummendey, Mielke & 
Klink, 1998). The contrary, subordinate recategorization, involves dividing the ingroup 
into several smaller ones to attain positive distinctiveness (e.g., Blanz et al., 1998) 
—we are poor but some of us are even poorer. Finally, people can find a new point 
of reference to compare their ingroup to. This reference-point can be a certain point in 
time (Blanz et al., 1998; Kessler & Mummendey, 2002) — we are poor but compared 
to ten years ago we are much better off now— or a certain norm or standard that 
allows for a more favorable comparison (Masters & Keil, 1987) — we are poor but we 
are still doing better than the European average. An overview of these forms of social 
creativity can be found in in Table 2.1. 
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TABLE 2.1 OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL CREATIVITY STRATEGIES

Type of Strategy Sub-types Example
Selection of 
previous studies

Change values in 
the comparison

Downplaying 
the importance 

We are poor but 
we do not care 
much about money

Becker, 2012; Boen 
& Vanbeselaere, 
2001; Jackson 
et al., 1996; 
Lalonde, 1992

Reappropriation 
of stigma

Being poor  
is pious

Galinsky et al., 
2003; Malovicki 
Yaffe et al, 2018

Change 
comparison 
dimension

We are poor but 
we are happy

Becker, 2012; 
Jackson et al., 
1996; Yzerbyt & 
Cambon, 2017

Change 
comparison group

Downward 
comparison

We are poor but 
they are even 
poorer than us. 

Becker, 2012, 
Blanz et al., 1998

Compare to new 
reference-point

Over time 
comparison

We are poor but 
compared to ten 
years ago we are 
much better now Blanz et al., 1998

Comparison 
with standard

We are poor but 
we are still doing 
better than the 
European average.

Blanz et al., 
1998; Masters 
& Keil, 1987

Recateg  orization Subordinate

We are less 
poor than other 
poor people Blanz et al, 1998

Superordinate

We are poor but 
we are all part of 
this great country

Gaertner et 
al., 1993

Despite the few studies that have been conducted since social creativity was 
introduced by Tajfel and Turner several decades ago, certain conceptual questions 
remain that are important to better understand the role it can play in enduring societal 
inequality. First, if social creativity entails changing how intergroup comparisons are 
made, what kind of effect does its employment have on intergroup status relations? 
Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) conceptualization leaves open the possibility that employing 
social creativity can, but does not always, produce change in the ingroup’s relative 
status. Second, with research on social identity processes focusing mainly on lower-
status groups, it is unclear whether employment of social creativity differs between 
groups that are higher and lower in status. Third, it is unclear which specific motivations 
and conditions make the employment of various forms of social creativity more 
likely. To address these issues, we take an integrative approach to the role that social 
creativity can play in sustaining differences between groups in society, focusing on the 
dynamic relation between antecedents and outcomes of social creativity.

UNDERSTANDING PERSISTENT 
SOCIETAL STABILITY 
THROUGH SOCIAL CREATIVITY: 
THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF 
INTERGROUP RELATIONS

Why and when inequality and societal power relations change or remain the 
same —according to the social identity perspective— depends on how people 
respond to a negative social identity stemming from intergroup competition. Do people 
engage in individual mobility, social competition strategies, or re-interpret (adverse) 
intergroup relations through social creativity? Engaging in these different social identity 
management strategies is dependent on the social structure of intergroup relations 
(Ellemers, 1993; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The social structure of intergroup relations 
concerns a set of beliefs that people have about intergroup relations, rather than a 
sociological assessment of objective differences between groups (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). The social structure has received relatively little theoretical and empirical 
attention (Van Zomeren, 2016) but is important in understanding the role that social 
creativity plays in intergroup inequality. Therefore, we first discuss current theorizing on 
the role of the social structure in employing social creativity and note some limitations. 
Subsequently, we make the case for a dynamic approach to the social structure to 
better capture how social creativity can contribute to persistent inequality. 

A first characteristic of the social structure is one’s belief in social stratification, 
ranging from social mobility to social change (Tajfel, 1978; 1981). The social 
mobility belief system (Hogg, 2016) consists of perceptions that group boundaries 
are permeable; making it relatively easy to move from one group to another as an 
individual —individual mobility (Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 1990; Wright, 
1997). A social change belief system (Hogg, 2016), on the other hand, is marked 
by impermeable group boundaries, making active attempts to change the structure 
necessary (e.g., Ellemers et al., 1990). Within this belief system, intergroup relations 
are marked by differences in the stability and perceived legitimacy of relative group 
status. When intergroup relations are stable, alternative outcomes to the current status 
relations cannot be imagined. When there is no perception of cognitive alternatives, 
social competition is unlikely, and individuals will attempt to improve their social 
identity via social creativity (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). However, when 
individuals believe that achieving a better group position is possible and necessary, 
social competition is more likely. For people to engage in social competition, cognitive 
alternatives to the status quo need to be available (Ellemers, 1993) and the intergroup 
hierarchy needs to be perceived as illegitimate (Spears, Greenwood, de Lemus, & 
Sweetman 2010).  
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Thus, social creativity has been argued, and been found, to be most likely 
employed when intergroup relations are considered both stable and legitimate 
(Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers et al., 1990; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Indeed, it makes sense 
that when both the need for change is low and the possibilities for change are slim, 
people employ the less costly strategy of social creativity rather than engaging in 
social competition. However, several empirical findings on both the role of legitimacy 
and the role of stability suggest that whereas stable and legitimate intergroup relations 
might be sufficient for social creativity to emerge, they do not necessarily lead to the 
employment of social creativity. 

Regarding the role of stability, research on non-normative collective action 
suggests that other outcomes than social creativity are possible when intergroup 
relations cannot be changed easily. When people, for example, lose hope that they 
can improve the lower status of their group through normative action, they are more 
likely to engage in more radical forms of collective action (e.g., Jimenéz-Moya, 
Spears, Rodríguez-Bailón, & Lemus, 2015; Scheepers, Spears, Doosje, & Manstead, 
2006; Spears, Scheepers, Van Zomeren, Tausch, & Gooch, 2015; Tausch et al., 2011). 
People have also been found to simply accept their lower group status when this is 
unlikely to change (Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2001; Lalonde & Silverman, 1994; Wright 
et al., 1990). Especially in the case of radical forms of collective action, status relations 
are arguably seen as illegitimate, making social creativity less likely in the first place. 
Yet, it shows that intergroup stability is not a sufficient condition to lead to employment 
of social creativity. 

Similarly, the association between legitimacy and social creativity is more complex 
than the former always predicting the latter. When lower-status groups reappropriate 
externally imposed stigma (e.g., Galinsky et al., 2003), for example Black is Beautiful 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), this seems to be a response to illegitimate rather than legitimate 
status relations. Further supporting this, Schmader, Major, Eccleston, and McCoy 
(2001) show that when one’s ingroup compares poorly to an outgroup in a certain 
domain, this domain is only devalued when intergroup relations are seen as illegiti-
mate. Although not discussed as social creativity, devaluing a domain of comparison is 
similar to the social creativity strategy of downplaying the importance of a comparison 
dimension (e.g., Jackson et al., 1996) and it suggests that social creativity can also be 
employed when status relations are illegitimate. Conversely, when status relations are 
perceived to be legitimate, social creativity is not always employed. In one of the rare 
empirical tests of the effects of social structural variables on employing social creativity, 
perceived legitimacy of the ingroup’s lower status did not predict any of the tested 
social creativity strategies that East-Germans could employ to manage their social 
identity (Mummendey, Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999). It is conceivable that a 
stronger perception of legitimate intergroup hierarchies reduces the need to manage 
one’s identity in the first place. Accepting lower group status (e.g., Wright et al., 1990) 
or not even contemplating one’s group status could therefore become more likely than 
employing social creativity when intergroup relations are seen as legitimate. 

The findings on perceived stability and legitimacy in intergroup relations stress the 
need to further develop theory on social identity’s social structure. Whereas stable and 

legitimate intergroup relations could increase the likelihood of employment of social 
creativity, they might not be the necessary conditions for doing so. Moreover, the rich 
psychological literature on how legitimacy is constituted (e.g., Tyler, 2006) shows the 
importance of considering not only how legitimacy can influence engagement in social 
creativity, but also how legitimacy arises in the first place. 

THE DYNAMICS OF THE 
SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF 
INTERGROUP RELATIONS

We argue that the social structure of intergroup relations should be considered as 
a dynamic, reciprocal process to better capture how social creativity can contribute 
to change or stability in intergroup relations. Adding to theoretical (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979) and empirical work (Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers et al., 1999) in which the social 
structure has been conceptualized as a predictor of engagement in different social 
identity management strategies, we argue that engagement in one of the social identity 
management strategies in turn can shape perceptions of legitimacy, stability, and 
permeability. This conceptualization of the social structure remains focused on beliefs 
—rather than factual information— about intergroup relations but opens up possibilities 
for further inquiry into the factors that can shape these beliefs about the social structure.  

Research on the antecedents and outcomes of engagement in collective action 
shows that sustained participation stems from a dynamic process of social identity 
formation and empowerment (Drury & Reicher, 2005; 2009), suggesting that 
engaging in social competition can alter perceptions of both legitimacy and stability 
of intergroup relations. The consequences of employing social creativity, on the other 
hand, are largely unknown (but see Becker, 2012). We believe that conceptualizing 
the social structure of intergroup relations as both a cause and a consequence of 
social identity management strategies helps illuminate how inequality in intergroup 
relations can persist in society. Moreover, it more accurately reflects the comparative 
and relational basis of social identity theory, where intergroup relations are theorized 
as being constantly (re-)negotiated (Tajfel, 1978). 

Conceptualizing the social structure as a dynamic process allows for an integrative 
approach to understanding enduring inequality versus social change, in which several 
factors can be considered that are usually omitted from scholarly work on social 
identity management strategies. We will discuss how both higher and lower-status 
groups can differently contribute to the maintenance of societal inequality through 
the use of social creativity. After that, we critically discuss the consequences that 
employment of social creativity, as opposed to social competition strategies, can have 
for the social structure. Finally, we argue how system justification motivations differ from 
motivations to employ social creativity, but that they both explain parts of the variance 
in system maintenance. Additionally, we discuss how system justification could play a 
role in shaping the social structure.  
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SOCIAL CREATIVITY AMONG HIGHER- 
AND LOWER-STATUS GROUPS 

By and large, research on social creativity has focused on when and how lower-
status groups use the strategy in order to combat the consequences of negative group 
membership. Considering the urgency for lower-status groups to cope with the effects 
of unfavorable intergroup comparisons, this focus is understandable. Nonetheless, 
higher status groups have stronger incentives to maintain the status quo and arguably 
play a pivotal role in persistent societal inequality. To achieve social change, Simon 
and Klandermans (2001) noted the importance of convincing third parties in attempts 
to influence powerholders. A series of experimental studies shows how higher-status 
groups respond to collective action when it can damage their social image, influencing 
support for lower-status groups’ plight (Teixeira, Spears, & Yzerbyt, 2019). To develop 
a better understanding of persistent inequality in intergroup relations, a similar encom-
passing approach is needed in which the interplay between higher and lower-status 
groups is considered. Tajfel (1981) already alluded to the importance of this reciprocal 
process in the outcomes of social creativity: the success of attempts of lower-status 
groups to re-interpret social comparisons through social creativity is dependent on 
whether these re-interpretations are accepted by the lower-status ingroup as well as 
the higher-status outgroup. In this section, we will argue how employment of social 
creativity strategies among higher-status groups can contribute to maintenance of 
intergroup inequality, but also assess the role of higher-status groups in altering the 
social structure in a way that changes the way lower-status groups can manage their 
social identity through social creativity.  

SOCIAL CREATIVITY AMONG HIGHER-STATUS GROUPS 
How and why higher-status groups employ social creativity differs fundamentally 

from how and why lower-status groups do so. Arguably, for lower-status groups, 
re-interpreting the comparative situation through social creativity serves a much more 
existential need than for higher-status groups when possibilities for social change are 
low. Nonetheless, higher-status groups can also resort to social creativity when the 
group’s superiority is threatened —for instance when this superiority is based on unfair 
advantages, exploitation, or force (Tajfel, 1978, p.89). For example, unscrupulous 
bankers could emphasize their work ethic instead of the ethics of their work in order 
to bolster their social identity when faced with moral concerns over their work. 
Additionally, higher-status groups can deny the existence of privilege to counter the 
perception that their achievements stem from unfair advantage rather than ability, 
thus maintaining their positive social identity (Knowles, Lowery, Chow, and Unzueta, 
2014). However, these strategies to assuage guilt over being privileged (Branscombe, 
Slugoski, & Kappen, 2004), or strengthening an already powerful social identity are 
only one way in which higher-status groups can strengthen societal inequalities. 

According to Haslam’s interpretation of social identity theory (2001), higher-status 
groups can engage in a form of “reverse social creativity”, where they show 
magnanimity towards lower-status outgroups (Platow et al., 1999) or benign forms of 
discrimination — we are better, but they are friendlier. Arguably, these strategies serve 

to maintain the ingroup’s higher status and work within a system justification framework 
shows how similar processes play a role in maintaining the social and political status 
quo. Kay and Jost (2003) argued that complementary stereotyping (e.g., being poor 
but happy, or incompetent but warm) is the mechanism through which people justify 
the status quo. Following Jost and Hunyady (2002), we note here that for higher-status 
groups, ingroup interests and a system justification motive to see the status quo as 
legitimate overlap. It is likely that both motivations play a role in how perceptions of 
intergroup stability and legitimacy are shaped.

CHANGING THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND 
POSSIBILITIES FOR SOCIAL CREATIVITY 

There are more fundamental ways in which higher-status groups play a role in 
shaping the social structure of intergroup relations as well. Tajfel (1978) argued that 
when the higher status of a group is threatened, they can adopt rather sinister ideol-
ogies about the inherent superiority of the ingroup to justify the ingroup’s privileged 
position —for example white supremacism. Haslam (2001) argues that when higher 
status is insecure and illegitimate, higher-status groups might express racism or sexism 
to rationalize the ingroup’s higher status. Research by Douglas, McGarty, Bliuc, and 
Lala (2005) shows that both social creativity and social competition strategies might 
be employed by groups when intergroup relations are unstable and the higher status 
is threatened. They found that White supremacist groups employed social creativity 
more regularly than social competition strategies in online discussions, expressing overt 
racism and similar ideological statements that justified the ingroup’s higher status. These 
actions and attitudes of higher-status groups are important in the general ideological 
frames in which intergroup comparison are made —they signal that group differences 
are stable and limit the possibilities for forming more inclusive social identities. 

 Finally, dominant groups can influence the social structure by shaping how 
lower-status groups manage their social identity. Hogg (2016) argued that high-
er-status groups can effectively maintain their status by promoting lateral or downward 
comparisons among lower-status groups. This tactic of “divide and conquer” ensures 
that (illegitimate) higher status of the dominant group is not challenged (Hogg, 2016). 
One way of doing so is by providing intergroup help strategically. Higher-status 
groups have been shown to be more likely to provide dependency-oriented help 
in order to maintain existing power relations (e.g., Halabi, Dovidio, & Nadler, 
2008; Nadler, 2002). Together, our various examples underscore how higher- and 
lower-status groups together shape the social structure of intergroup relations, and that 
both employ social creativity accordingly. For lower-status groups, ingroup interests in 
re-defining intergroup comparisons to achieve differentiation might be hampered by 
the actions of higher-status groups that limit or alter the ideological framework in which 
social creativity is employed, resulting in a maintenance of existing status hierarchies. 
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THE CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL CREATIVITY: 
SOCIAL CHANGE VERSUS INACTION

Our second argument for approaching the social structure of intergroup relations 
as a dynamic process concerns the effects that different social identity management 
strategies have on social change. One of the ambiguities in the original definition of 
social creativity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) is what kind of implications social creativity 
strategies would have for changes in intergroup relations: ´This [engaging in social 
creativity] need not involve any change in the group’s actual social position or access 
to objective resources in relation to the out-group’ (p. 43). Arguably, the societal 
relevance of social creativity mainly lies in its implications for (a lack of) social change. 
In line with theory and empirical findings (Ellemers, 1993) on the relation between 
stability and social creativity, we expect social creativity to be generally associated 
with changes in self-esteem rather than changes in the status and power of the ingroup. 
If the intergroup comparison is altered to be more favorable for the ingroup —being 
poor is not problematic because we are happy— there is less need for changing 
anything. However, the sparse findings on the outcomes of employing social creativity 
provide a mixed picture.

A series of experiments shows that the use of social creativity strategies inhibits 
intentions for collective action, with the exception of the strategy of reappropriation 
(Becker, 2012). Becker (2012) found that reappropriation neither increased nor 
decreased collective action. However, a wealth of politically influential events 
suggests that reappropriation of negative stigma may increase, or at least is related to 
increased, political action. Tajfel and Turner (1979) mention how African Americans 
changed the perceived value of ‘black’ by coining the phrase Black is Beautiful which 
was widely adopted as a slogan for a social movement. Similarly, when Prime Minister 
Erdoğan ridiculed protesters in Gezi Park, Istanbul, as çapulcu (marauders), these 
protesters embraced the term and started identifying as çapulcu, spurring increased 
protest (Odağ, Uluğ, & Solak, 2016). Finally, Lalonde, Cila, and Yampolsky (2016) 
describe how French Canadians created a more assertive social identity based on 
the French language in the “Quiet Revolution”. A political party started using slogans 
explicitly in French, such as “Maître chez nous” (Masters of our own house). This 
signalled increased awareness and political influence, later resulting in laws favoring 
French over English (Lalonde et al., 2016). This is described as a combination of social 
competition and social creativity strategies being used at the same time, changing the 
dimension of intergroup comparisons but aimed at achieving social change (Lalonde 
et al., 2016). It seems then that especially the strategy of changing the value of a group 
attribute, reappropriation, highlights the complex relation between social competition 
and social creativity; between action and inaction. 

Derks, Van Laar, and Ellemers (2007) found that social creativity can “strike 
back”: when one’s ingroup compares negatively to an outgroup on a certain 
dimension, valuing an unrelated ingroup dimension can actually increase performance 
on the dimension that the ingroup compares negatively on. For example, when a 
sports team does poorly compared to another team, focusing on their team-spirit 
instead of performance can actually lead to better performances. This suggests that 

although social creativity in itself is not aimed at improving the ingroup status, it can 
have downstream effects on intergroup relations. With the abundance of examples of 
reappropriation of negative stigma and its consequences for social change, it might 
be tempting to conclude that reappropriation exclusively relates to collective action for 
social change. Failed attempts at social change, however, are unlikely to gain public 
awareness through media attention. It is also important to note that reappropriation 
strategies can elicit strategies with opposing messages by other people. For example, 
the Black Lives Matter slogan was mimicked in All Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter 
slogans that signaled a different ideological stance, downplaying the specific difficul-
ties that Americans of color experience (e.g., Carney, 2016). To better understand the 
consequences of social creativity, it is important to unravel why different types of social 
creativity are employed, and whether there are different effects of different social 
creativity strategies. Gauging over time effects is crucial here, as well as considering 
how different social creativity strategies can steer subsequent efforts for social change. 

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION AND OTHER MOTIVATIONS 
UNDERLYING INTERGROUP STABILITY AND LEGITIMACY 

Our argument so far has focused on how ingroup interests can motivate both 
higher- and lower-status groups to employ social creativity, which in turn can either 
change or bolster the existing intergroup status relations. However, additional 
motivational factors can play a role in shaping the social structure of intergroup 
relations. System justification theory holds that people have basic psychological needs 
that motivate them to see the current social and political status quo as legitimate (Jost 
& Hunyady, 2002). As such, it provides an alternative account for the maintenance of 
inequality in society. We discuss how the different motivations underlying justification 
of the system and employment of social creativity can sometimes lead to different 
outcomes. At the same time, we seek theoretical integration by considering how 
these different motivations play a role in our dynamic conceptualization of the social 
structure of intergroup relations.

Justification of the system plays a key role in maintaining inequality (e.g., Jost 
et al., 2003). Three types of basic psychological needs have been argued to 
motivate people to believe that the system one is part of is fair. The need for order 
and predictability (i.e., epistemic needs), the need to affiliate with similar others (i.e., 
relational needs), and the need for safety and security (i.e., existential needs) have all 
been argued to underlie system justification (Jost & Hunyady, 2002). These motivations 
differ from social identity’s core motivation —protecting or increasing self-esteem 
derived from group membership (Rubin & Hewstone, 1998). Although the relational 
needs as specified in system justification theory might be similar to collective self-es-
teem, especially the epistemic and existential needs mark a key difference between 
system justification and employing social creativity. Despite the similar role that system 
justification and employing social creativity can have on maintaining intergroup 
inequality, the different underlying motivations are important to consider because they 
could lead to different downstream effects on intergroup relations.

 Some types of social creativity can, for example, promulgate more assertive 
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social identities, questioning both the stability in intergroup relations and the legitimacy 
of the ingroup’s lower status. Especially reappropriation of externally imposed stigma 
has been shown to empower the ingroup (Galinsky et al., 2003). Depending on 
whether these more assertive identities are accepted by the ingroup, the outgroup, 
and third parties, social change might become more likely. Driven by ingroup interests, 
employing this type of social creativity can result in changing status relations. As such, 
it differs from justifications of the status quo. 

However, when lower-status groups employ other types of social creativity 
strategies, both ingroup interests and the basic psychological needs of system 
justification theory might be satisfied simultaneously. Comparing one’s ingroup on 
a more favorable dimension (e.g., Jackson et al., 1996) can protect or increase 
collective self-esteem of lower-status group members. A similar process, comple-
mentary stereotyping, has been shown to bolster the social and political system (Kay 
& Jost, 2003). Exposure to stereotypes about poor people being happier, and rich 
people being miserable increased support for the status quo (Kay & Jost, 2003). Thus, 
future research on persistent inequality needs to consider that although social creativity 
and system justification might be similar in appearance and outcomes, the different 
underlying motivations can sometimes lead to different outcomes over time.

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION AND THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE 
A second way in which system justification is important for understanding the 

role of social creativity in enduring inequality is through the effects it can have on 
perceptions of the social structure. The motivation to bolster the status quo has been 
shown to inhibit collective action for social change (Jost, Chaikalis-Petritsis, Abrams, 
Sidanius, Van der Toorn, & Bratt, 2012) and as such generally contributes to the 
persistence of inequality (Laurin, Gaucher, & Kay, 2013). Moreover, it does so through 
a process of legitimizing the status hierarchies, sometimes even at the expense of 
ingroup interest (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). Thus, justification of the system might 
be instrumental in creating the conditions under which social creativity becomes more 
likely: the perception that intergroup relations are stable and intergroup hierarchies are 
legitimate. 

Additional factors are likely to shape perceptions of legitimacy and stability 
of intergroup status relations as well. The personality factor of Social Dominance 
Orientation (SDO) has been postulated to capture the inherent preference that people 
have for hierarchy and differences between groups in society (Pratto, Sidanius, 
Stallworth, & Malle, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Related to SDO, someone’s 
political ideology can reflect acceptance of status differences, and is therefore likely 
to influence preference for different social identity management strategies. Both these 
factors, as well as possible other influences on perceptions of legitimacy and stability, 
can be included in future research on the employment of social creativity. Approaching 
the social structure of intergroup relations more dynamically allows for integrating 
system justification motives and ideological differences by assessing the effects they 
can have on perceptions of stability and legitimacy.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM 
HERE? A RESEARCH AGENDA 
ON SOCIAL CREATIVITY

We have argued that social creativity can help in understanding persistent 
societal inequality in an intergroup relations perspective. One key argument that we 
made is that the social structure of intergroup relations should be approached as a 
dynamic process, where different social identity management strategies are shaped 
by this social structure, but also shape the social structure in turn. This approach offers 
several specific directions for future research on the role of social creativity, especially 
regarding the consequences that employment of social creativity can have on the 
social structure of intergroup relations. We discuss three specific research questions in 
order to revive scholarly interest in social creativity, followed by some methodological 
considerations in doing so. 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SOCIAL CREATIVITY STRATEGIES 
Many politically relevant examples of social creativity include seemingly coinci-

dental or issue-specific strategies. We already illustrated how stigmatizing protesters 
in Gezi Park as çapulcu by Prime Minister Erdoğan spurred subsequent protest (Odağ 
et al., 2016). Would the protesters have adopted another strategy if Erdoğan had 
not engaged in name-calling but, for instance, in justifying his government’s politics? 
Despite the various forms of social creativity that have been studied (e.g., Blanz et al., 
1998), a systematic study on which different types of social creativity people do or do 
not employ, as well as their different causes and consequences is missing.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: ARE THERE DIFFERENT 
ANTECEDENTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF 
DIFFERENT SOCIAL CREATIVITY STRATEGIES?

First of all, it seems important to consider the availability of outgroups to compare 
to. Engaging in downward comparisons is contingent on the possibility to do so. 
Asian Americans could in some cases argue that they have a lower social status than 
European Americans, but that they are still better off than African Americans. When 
your sports team is dead-last in the competition, however, it is impossible to engage in 
downward comparisons which makes focusing on another comparison (e.g., at least 
we play fairly) more likely.

More generally, the larger societal context and societal norms have been argued 
to influence the possibilities to employ different social identity management strategies 
(Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). For social creativity, existing norms and stigma might 
be especially relevant. In some of the examples we gave of reappropriation of a 
negative stigma, lower-status groups seemed to respond to specific name-calling by 
powerful others or political leaders. These temporary and often blatantly stigmatizing 
terms might lend themselves better to being reappropriated than more widespread 
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and enduring stereotypical beliefs. Research on depressed entitlement among women 
(Callahan-Levy & Messé, 1979) or people in lower paid jobs (Pelham & Hetts, 
2001) shows how people over various decades can see less pay for the same task 
as fair. These internalized norms about fair payment might not lend themselves as 
easily to being reappropriated as, for example, the stigmatizing term çapulcu that 
Prime Minister Erdoğan of Turkey used to derogate protesters (Odağ et al., 2016). An 
additional consideration here is that, consistent with our dynamic conceptualization of 
the social structure, higher-status groups might play an active role in shaping the norms 
and ideologies that favor existing status-relations in addition to lower-status groups. 

The specific type of dimension in the intergroup comparisons is likely to play a role 
as well in which type of social creativity is used. Strong moral convictions have been 
shown to be distinct from other inter-individual and intergroup attitudes (Skitka, 2010), 
and can motivate collective action over and above ingroup interests (Van Zomeren, 
Postmes, Spears, & Betache, 2011). Moral convictions are distinct from other attitudes 
in that they are seen as universal, objective, and not dependent on the acceptance of 
others (Skitka, 2010). In line with these findings, it is possible that when certain ingroup 
attributes represent strong moral convictions (e.g., for religious groups), these are less 
likely to be open for renegotiation through social creativity compared to less central 
group attributes. In such cases, forms of social creativity might be preferred that either 
focus on another comparison dimension or that do not downplay the importance of the 
moral convictions. 

Related to this, the strength of identification with a certain group is expected to 
influence the employment of social creativity. People who identify strongly with their 
ingroup might not only have a stronger motivation to engage in social creativity, they 
might also be limited by the norms and values that this group membership entails. 
When a country is less wealthy than another country, a staunch nationalist might be 
more willing to express pride in the history of the country to reestablish positive group 
distinctiveness whereas someone with a more cosmopolitan perspective might more 
readily downplay the importance of money to describe the country toward this end.

INTERACTIONS BETWEEN HIGHER- AND 
LOWER-STATUS GROUPS 

Our dynamic conceptualization of the social structure and the focus on both higher 
and lower-status groups in social identity management offers some predictions for 
which specific type of social creativity people will employ. Research on social workers 
(Breakwell, 1983), and on people engaging in “dirty work” (Ashforth & Kreiner, 
1999) shows that finding a new comparison dimension, changing the values that 
are assigned to the ingroup, or seeking a different comparison group are more likely 
employed by lower-status groups compared to other social creativity strategies. For 
higher-status groups, maintaining or bolstering existing intergroup relations might be 
served better by ideologically driven re-interpretations of the intergroup relations —we 
are richer because we are naturally more hard-working. These different strategies of 
social creativity, employed by different groups, can occur independently from one 
another —both the higher- and the lower-status groups can independently re-interpret 

status relations in a way that favors their ingroup. Nonetheless, an assessment of 
possible interactions between higher- and lower-status groups, especially concerning 
whether forms of social creativity are mutually accepted, can be important for 
changing perceptions of the social structure of intergroup relations. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: HOW DO HIGHER- AND 
LOWER-STATUS GROUPS INTERACT IN THEIR 
USE OF SOCIAL CREATIVITY STRATEGIES?

When high status groups use social creativity to justify their privileged position, 
there could be several responses from lower-status groups. When higher-status groups 
advance beliefs that status relations will not change, lower-status groups might have to 
resort to appeasement and employ more, or other, social creativity strategies in order 
to maintain a positive social identity. Conversely, displays of higher-status groups 
justifying their privilege could also spark anger and outrage among the lower-status 
groups and third parties, spurring collective action against the higher-status group. 

INDIVIDUAL CONSEQUENCES OF 
EMPLOYING SOCIAL CREATIVITY 

So far, we have discussed the consequences that employment of social creativity 
can have for group status and the social structure. However, there might also be 
specific consequences of social creativity for individual wellbeing. The basic moti-
vations for people to engage in social identity management strategies, and whether 
these motivations are met, remains subject of debate. Abrams and Hogg (1988) 
have argued that seeking positive group distinctiveness can be motivated by wanting 
to protect or increase one’s self-esteem —in line with Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) 
reasoning— but that the struggle over objective resources can also motivate intergroup 
competition. Additional empirical findings suggest that engaging in social creativity 
does not always increase collective self-esteem (i.e., feeling good about one’s group), 
even when it can increase personal self-esteem (i.e., feeling good about the self; 
Becker, 2012). These mixed findings stress the need for a more careful consideration of 
the individual outcomes of employing social creativity, possibly moving beyond known 
factors and considering unintended outcomes. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: WHAT ARE THE 
CONSEQUENCES OF EMPLOYING SOCIAL 
CREATIVITY FOR THE INDIVIDUAL?  

Employing social creativity could increase a sense of group-based control (Fritsche 
& Jugert, 2017). Alternatively, feelings of efficacy or empowerment can be increased 
by its employment. Also, the strength of identification with a certain group might be 
influenced by engaging in social creativity. This could depend on the type of social 
creativity that people employ. It is conceivable that reappropriating a negative stigma 
might strengthen identification, as shown for example by Odağ et al. (2016) in the 
case of the Gezi Park protesters in Turkey reappropriating their stigmatized name. 
Downplaying certain group attributes, on the other hand, might create psychological 
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distance between an individual and the group, weakening identification in order 
to maintain self-esteem. We think that employing social creativity can have a series 
of benefits for individuals, providing a less costly strategy compared to attempts at 
achieving social change. These benefits, we think, are mostly affective. Similar to 
research on the palliative effects of justifying the system (Harding & Sibley, 2013; 
Jost & Hunyady, 2002; 2005) which includes several positive emotions (Solak, Jost, 
Sümer, & Clore, 2012), social creativity can be seen as a coping strategy focused 
on managing one’s emotions in response to negative group distinctiveness (Van 
Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 2012). As such, it could benefit the emotional wellbeing of 
individuals.

METHODOLOGICAL 
CONCERNS IN STUDYING 
SOCIAL CREATIVITY

The development of social identity theory rests in large part on observations of 
actual interactions between (minimal) groups (Tajfel 1970; 1974; Tajfel et al, 1971). 
This type of labor-intensive research is becoming less common in the field of social 
psychology where high-volume, easier to conduct (online) studies increasingly become 
the norm (Anderson et al., 2019). In the case of social creativity, questionnaires are 
used predominantly. We argue that studying social creativity, more than other social 
identity management strategies, requires a partial return to more laborious qualitative 
methods. Moreover, longitudinal research is crucial for tests of the proposed dynamic 
social structure of intergroup relations. To uncover people’s underlying motivations, 
however, this approach needs to be complemented with experimental approaches 
(adding to the work of Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers et al., 1990; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 
1997) to studying social creativity and other strategies that can contribute to enduring 
societal inequality.

The most comprehensive overview of how social creativity can be measured 
is provided by Blanz and colleagues (1998), for example with questions such as 
“how important do you consider the following dimension of the ingroup?” followed 
by several comparison dimensions each of which can be rated on a Likert scale. In 
contemporary and subsequent research, similar items have been used to assess the use 
of social creativity strategies, sometimes in combination with experimental manipu-
lations of threat or group status (Derks et al., 2007; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 1997; 
Jetten, Schmitt, Branscombe, & McKimmie 2005). In all of these cases, the researchers 
provide the social creativity strategy to the participants in the questions. Although this 
is useful in capturing differences in strength of the social creativity strategies, it does not 
capture how people would themselves choose to redefine the intergroup comparison. 
Considering the importance of different social creativity strategies in shaping the social 
structure of intergroup relations, capturing this process is more pertinent in studying 
social creativity compared to social competition strategies that are more readily 
observable. 

Some studies using semi-structured interviews indeed show that people do engage 
in social creativity strategies when they are not prompted by survey items (e.g., Akfirat, 
Polat, & Yetim, 2016; Hajek, 2015). In addition, different types of qualitative methods 
could serve different functions in assessing the use of social creativity. Focus group 
research could be useful in capturing how the content of social creativity strategies is 
negotiated between different people, resembling day-to-day interactions to discuss 
threats or grievances.

In addition to more qualitative methods, longitudinal research designs are needed 
to test causes and consequences of employing social creativity. The dynamic approach 
to the social structure of intergroup relations we propose entails a focus on changes in 
stability and legitimacy in intergroup relations over time. Whereas previous exper-
imental research has provided insight into causes (Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers, et al., 
1990; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 1997) and consequences (Becker, 2012) of employing 
social creativity separately, an encompassing longitudinal approach is instrumental 
in showing possible reciprocal effects between the social structure and social identity 
management strategies. 

For other unanswered questions about social creativity, experimental research is 
needed— especially regarding the underlying motivations that drive people to employ 
social creativity. We have argued that in their appearance and consequences, there 
is substantial overlap between social creativity and system justification (e.g., Becker, 
2012; Jost et al., 2012; Kay & Jost, 2003). The underlying motivations are substantially 
different, however. To disentangle self- and group-based motivations from system-
based motivations, experimental research is needed. Making salient or affirming the 
system versus the ingroup or even the unique self can have different secondary effects 
on willingness to participate in actions for social change. The example of “Black is 
Beautiful” as a social creativity strategy (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) shows how bolstering 
of the ingroup can have secondary effects on the empowerment and political efficacy 
over time, and similar patterns could be studied experimentally. 

We believe that a combination of methodological approaches is needed to 
provide an in-depth understanding of the role of social creativity in bolstering or 
decreasing societal inequality. Bridging between these epistemologically different 
approaches is possible as well through the use of questionnaires or experimental 
approaches including open-ended answer categories, allowing for experimental 
control and standardization while simultaneously allowing participants to freely 
re-interpret intergroup comparisons.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this article, we aimed to revive interest in the concept of social creativity 

because it can play an important role in the persistence of social inequality in 
societies. We showed how social creativity can provide positive differentiation 
between groups through a process of re-interpreting social comparisons, but that the 
antecedents and consequences of social creativity are hitherto poorly understood. We 
made the case for a dynamic conceptualization of the social structure of intergroup 
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relations, where intergroup stability and the legitimacy of status differences consist 
of reciprocal processes involving both higher- and lower-status groups. We believe 
that this approach to the social structure does justice to original theorizing on social 
identity theory. Driven by observations from various field-experiments, the highly 
interactive nature of intergroup relations is emphasized extensively by Tajfel and Turner 
(1979; Tajfel 1978). We think that this approach provides exciting new avenues for 
further research on social creativity and other social identity management strategies. 
Moreover, it allows for incorporating additional motivational factors, such as system 
justification, in an integrative approach to persistent inequality. 

The social structural element of social identity theory has received comparatively 
little scholarly attention apart from the series of studies conducted by Ellemers and 
colleagues (Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers, et al., 1990; Ellemers & Van Rijswijk, 1997). 
Focusing on the consequences that employment of social creativity can have on 
beliefs about the social structure can add to these studies, but the focus remains on 
people’s perceptions of intergroup relations. In addition to changing belief systems, 
changes in objective differences between groups are needed to reduce inequality in 
society. We believe that our approach fits with recent proposals to integrate insight 
from social psychology, sociology, and political science in capturing the role that 
the social structure plays in collective action (Van Zomeren, 2016). Societal factors 
as specified in social identity theory (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004) —a social reality 
consisting of societal norms and values— and structural factors in the supply of politics 
(Klandermans, 2004) or political opportunity structure (Koopmans, 1999) together 
provide the broader context in which perceptions of the dynamics of intergroup 
relations are situated. However, considering that social creativity concerns a cognitive 
re-interpretation of intergroup comparisons that can leave objective intergroup 
relations unchanged, we argue that studying social creativity as a psychological 
variable is valuable in itself.

Whereas the focus on societal inequalities have led us to consider mostly political 
or societal processes in both our examples and theorizing, we believe that a dynamic 
conceptualization of the social structure of intergroup relations can be applied to other 
contexts as well. Previous research has shown that social creativity plays a role in 
classroom settings (Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2001), organizations (Elsbach & Kramer, 
1996), and sports (Doyle, Lock, Funk, Filo, & McDonald, 2016; Jones, 2017). Studying 
both the antecedents and consequences of social creativity can help unravel change 
versus stability in these various contexts.  

In conclusion, we hope that this article serves as a starting point to revive 
scholarly interest in social creativity. In the four decades since Tajfel and Turner (1979) 
proposed social creativity as a way of coping with an unsatisfactory social identity, its 
antecedents and consequences have been understood much less compared to social 
competition strategies. In an increasingly globalized world with increasingly diverse 
societies and different means of communication, managing one’s social identities might 
be more relevant than ever. We believe, therefore, that renewed interest in the concept 
of social creativity is needed for an encompassing approach to both social change 
and the persistence of societal inequalities.  
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ABSTRACT
Engaging in political action can ensure adequate political representation for 

citizens. Except for voting, however, only a non-representative, small group of people 
regularly engages in political action. Social psychological theories provide individual, 
group, and system-level explanations for why people could remain inactive. However, 
they often focus only on personally held attitudes and do not fully consider the 
dynamics of attitude formation in interactions. Based on 26 focus group discussions 
conducted in Brazil, Hungary, and the Netherlands, we explored how citizens explain 
political inaction. We used latent thematic analysis, informed by social psychological 
theories, to understand how people form opinions about their own and others’ political 
inaction. In all three countries, the prevalent norm in the focus group discussions was 
that political inaction should be reduced but a lack of political efficacy constituted a 
core theme in explaining why people remain politically inactive. Depending on the 
socio-political context and how people self-categorized within the discussions, people 
blamed unresponsive governments, or cited personal fears of repercussions and 
cultural differences within and between countries as reasons for inaction. The findings 
and interpretations are discussed within a framework that extends and integrates 
previous perspectives on why people remain politically inactive. 

THIS CHAPTER IS BASED ON VAN BEZOUW, M. J., ZÁVECZ, G., PENNA, 
C., RIJKEN, A. J., KLANDERMANS, P. G., & ULUĞ, Ö. M. (2019). SOCIAL 
PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS OF POLITICAL INACTION: CITIZENS’ 
PERSPECTIVES IN BRAZIL, HUNGARY, AND THE NETHERLANDS. ANALYSES 
OF SOCIAL ISSUES AND PUBLIC POLICY. ADVANCE ONLINE PUBLICATION. 
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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL 
EXPLANATIONS OF  
POLITICAL INACTION: 
CITIZENS’ PERSPECTIVES  
IN BRAZIL, HUNGARY,  
AND THE NETHERLANDS

Active engagement of citizens in society and politics is considered a cornerstone of 
a healthy democracy. For representative democracies, it is crucial that citizens engage 
in the political process in order to make their voices heard and cultivate a sense of 
legitimacy of the political system. Participation in the political process here refers to any 
non-professional action by citizens to influence politics (in line with Van Deth, 2014), 
ranging from institutionalized actions such as voting or contacting a politician, to less 
institutionalized actions such as street demonstrations, petitions, or boycotts. In most 
democracies, voting is done by a majority of citizens, but engagement in other forms of 
political action such as street demonstrations and signing petitions is far less common. 
Abstinence from the political process can pose a threat to the equal representation of 
citizens in political decision-making when different groups in society are not equally 
politically active. Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) show that people with higher 
education and more wealth engage more in political action and are better represented 
in the political decision-making process. Previous research, however, has focused 
predominantly on those who participate in political actions rather than unraveling why 
the majority of people abstain from political action that could improve their societal 
position. With this research, we aim to provide a better understanding of political 
inaction using focus groups in post-authoritarian Brazil, post-communist Hungary, and 
the mature democracy of the Netherlands, in which people discuss reasons for political 
inaction. We aim to show how citizens’ explanations for inaction can add to existing 
social psychological theories and inform future theorizing on political inaction.

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL 
APPROACH OF 
POLITICAL INACTION 

There are many barriers to participation in political action (e.g., Klandermans 
& Oegema, 1987). A lack of biographical availability (McAdam, 1986), such as a 
demanding job or having young children to take care of, and many practical concerns 

are important for understanding political inaction. Additionally, the supply of politics 
(Klandermans, 2004) —the opportunities that people get to engage in demonstrations 
or strikes for example— may vary over time and differ between countries. However, 
there are many instances of people taking to the streets even under severe government 
repression (e.g., Honari, 2018) or people remaining inactive despite having the 
opportunity to engage in various forms of political action. Therefore, we take a social 
psychological approach, meaning that we are interested in how people’s perceptions 
and interpretations of social and political realities are related to political inaction. 

Scholarly work on the social psychology of political protest (e.g., Klandermans, 
1997) shows the importance of psychological processes in understanding why people 
are motivated to engage in political action and many different social psychological 
theories have previously been applied successfully to better understand political 
processes (e.g., Sears, Huddy, & Jervis, 2003). Our approach allows us to understand 
people’s perceptions and attitudes towards political inaction beyond structural barriers 
to political action: how do people cope with grievances if they do not engage in 
political action? How do the opinions of others influence the type of explanations that 
people provide for political inaction? And how is the socio-political reality reflected 
in these explanations? A social psychological approach can provide explanations 
for political inaction that transcend specific, situational reasons for political inaction. 
Although specific inquiry into inaction is rare, we argue that several social psycholog-
ical theories can be used to (partly) understand political inaction. 

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS OF POLITICAL INACTION 
We contend that individual-level processes can influence how people rationalize 

certain issues rather than engage in political action. According to cognitive dissonance 
theory, people are motivated to reduce dissonance, or inconsistency, between their 
attitudes and behaviors (Festinger, 1957). Cognitive dissonance arises when people, 
for example, have a habit of smoking, despite being aware of the adverse health 
consequences of smoking. In such cases, people will change either their behavior 
or their attitude, depending on which one is easiest to change (Festinger, 1957). 
Cognitive dissonance is important for the formation of political attitudes because past 
political behavior might influence current opinions about politics. Previous research 
has shown that it is likely that people evaluate their past behavior positively in order to 
reduce dissonance, resulting in more negative evaluations of the political system when 
they have not been politically active before (Quintelier & Hooghe, 2011).

GROUP-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS OF POLITICAL INACTION 
In vast numbers of social psychological studies, political action is equated with 

collective action (e.g., Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Van Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 
2012; Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008; Wright, Taylor & Moghaddam, 1990). 
According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), people derive parts of 
their self-image from group memberships and are motivated to compare positively to 
relevant outgroups. When group members feel disadvantaged, they can engage in 
collective action to improve the status of their own group. Collective action is more 
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likely when people feel that they can change something; when intergroup relations 
are perceived to be unstable (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This feeling of efficacy is, next to 
identification with a certain ingroup and shared feelings of injustice, an important moti-
vating factor in engaging in collective action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). The specific 
collective strategies that people choose to achieve social change, in turn, depend on 
the broader societal context in which the intergroup relations are embedded (Rubin & 
Hewstone, 2004).

When intergroup relations cannot be changed, however, people are more likely to 
engage in social creativity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social creativity differs from social 
competition strategies —such as collective action— in that it is a cognitive rather than 
behavioral strategy, aimed at finding a more favorable interpretation of an ingroup’s 
low status (Becker, 2012; Ellemers, 1993). Poor people might, for example, say that 
they have a warmer personality than rich people, which does not change anything in 
their wealth but allows for keeping a positive evaluation of their group. Experimental 
research has shown that this way of coping with disadvantage reduces collective 
action intentions (Becker, 2012); it provides an explanation for why the situation is 
acceptable for some people.

SYSTEM-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS OF POLITICAL INACTION
 In addition to the social identity perspective, perceptions of the broader social 

and political system can have an effect on political inaction as well. According to 
system justification theory, people have an ideological motive to justify the social and 
political status quo (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). Stronger system 
justification beliefs, in turn, are related to the inhibition of political action (Jost et al., 
2012) —if the system is perceived to be fair, there is no reason for change. Conversely, 
when the system is perceived to be stable, people tend to show stronger legitimization 
of this same system (Laurin, Gaucher, & Kay, 2013). 

THE PRESENT RESEARCH
Even though the few social psychological studies into political inaction suggest that 

inter- and intra-individual-level processes, intergroup relations, and perceptions of the 
social and political system can all contribute to inaction, research on these psycholog-
ical processes and rationalizations of grievances has generally been conducted using 
individual-level measurement with survey or experimental research (e.g., Becker, 2012; 
Ellemers, Van Knippenberg, & Wilke, 1990; Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2002; 
Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Van der Toorn, Tyler, & Jost, 2011). However, discussions 
about politics have been shown to be important in understanding political participa-
tion because political attitudes are often volatile and subject to social influence (e.g., 
Schmitt-Beck & Lup, 2013). 

We believe focus group discussions provide a way to study how previously held 
attitudes, the social and political context, and interactions with others shape the expla-
nations that people give for political inaction. More than other qualitative methods, 
focus group discussions may encourage participants to explain their arguments 

and allow people to exchange and negotiate their opinions (e.g., Morgan, 1996), 
resembling natural discussions about politics. Additionally, focus group discussions 
allow people to freely formulate arguments about their own political attitudes or (in)
action, but also formulate more general lay theories —common-sense explanations 
about social behavior— (e.g., Furnham, 1988; Levy, Chiu, & Hong, 2006) for why 
other people might remain inactive. Focusing on explanations for inaction that are 
negotiated within a focus group means that we do not aim to test, corroborate, or 
falsify earlier individual-level research on political inaction. Rather, we explore how 
citizens’ discussions can enrich these social psychological explanations of political 
inaction. Based on existing theoretical and empirical work on political inaction, we 
distinguish between explanations for political inaction that are personal (i.e., how do 
people explain their own inaction?), situated at the group level (i.e., how do intergroup 
relations influence inaction?), or situated at the system level (i.e., how does the social 
and political system influence inaction?). Subsequently, we interpret these explanations 
and seek to find commonalities in how the participants in focus groups explain the 
social psychological factors underlying political inaction. 

To move beyond discussions about political inaction in one specific political 
context, we conducted focus group discussions in three countries with historically 
different political systems:  post-authoritarian Brazil, post-communist Hungary, and the 
mature democracy of the Netherlands. This does not entail that comparison between 
the countries is our main objective, but that our exploration is enriched by diverse 
narratives in different contexts. Citizens in both Brazil and Hungary are considered 
relatively apathetic politically, with low trust in political institutions (Baquero, 2015; 
Castro, 1997; Catterberg & Moreno, 2006; Závecz, 2017). In Brazil, the experience 
of living under a military regime and of having political and civil rights restricted 
between 1964 and 1989 is interpreted as having contributed to a fragile citizenship 
and to a state-centric political culture (Carvalho, 2001). However, especially between 
2013 and 2016, there have been many protests against large-scale government 
corruption, eventually reshaping the political landscape in Brazil (Tatagiba, 2017). 

In Hungary, the communist rule of the Hungarian Working People’s Party and 
Socialist Worker’s Party between 1949-and 1989 has been argued to influence 
feelings of anti-politics and political apathy (Szabó, 1995), but a weak sense of 
political agency even predates this era (László, Ferenczhalmy, & Szalai, 2010). 
Although protest participation in Hungary is still below Western-European levels (e.g., 
Newton & Montero, 2007), substantial but incidental street demonstrations were 
organized in response to various government policies in recent years.

The Netherlands, on the other hand, has had a parliamentary democracy for 
nearly two centuries. In recent years its political system has been marked by high 
electoral volatility (Dassonneville, 2013) and coalition governments of multiple 
parties experiencing only moderate support (Lijphart, 2012). Whereas voter turnout 
has remained relatively high and stable in recent decades (Thomassen et al., 2014), 
participation in non-electoral forms of political action such as street demonstrations 
has remained rare in the Netherlands. Together, these three markedly different contexts 
allow us to explore various social psychological reasons for political inaction. 
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METHOD
PARTICIPANTS 

The study was approved by an ethical committee of the authors’ university in each 
of the three countries where the focus groups were conducted. The focus group discus-
sions were conducted in the capitals of Brazil, Hungary, and the Netherlands between 
October 2015 and February 2016 (see Van Bezouw, Garyfallou, Oană, & Rojon, 
2019 for a full description of the research methodology). The primary goal in our 
methodological decisions was to ensure comparability in the research design between 
the three countries, while at the same time allowing the participants to discuss politics 
freely. To ensure comparability, the same selection criteria for the participants were 
used in each country. First, all focus group discussions were conducted in the capital 
city because we expected that the opportunities for participants to engage in political 
action (i.e., political opportunity, Koopmans, 1999; Kriesi, Koopmans, Duyvendak, & 
Giugni, 1992) would be as similar as possible this way. Second, to ensure a natural 
discussion and to make people feel more comfortable with similar others (e.g., Uluğ, 
Odağ, Cohrs, & Holtz, 2017), a certain level of social homogeneity is needed (e.g., 
Morgan, 1996). Therefore, the participants were divided into eight different focus 
groups per country, based on different age and education levels. We had four age 
groups: 18-25, 26-40, 41-60, and 61+. There were two education levels we selected 
on, corresponding to levels 4 or below and 5 and higher of the International Standard 
Classification of Education (ISCED): a standardized measure for education level 
across countries (OECD, 2007). In addition, we had a group of political activists 
in each country, selected on active participation in either a street demonstration or 
institutionalized forms of politics in the last 12 months. Due to difficulties in finding 
sufficient participants, the 61+ higher educated group in Brazil was not conducted, 
yielding a total of 26 focus group discussions on which the analyses are based. Third, 
besides ensuring social homogeneity within groups based on age and education, we 
selected participants with differing political interest, political ideology, past political 
activity, and political efficacy to elicit more discussion within the groups. 

To recruit participants, several strategies were used. In Brazil and the Netherlands, 
we advertised the focus groups in several public places such as cafes and supermar-
kets, and online in Facebook groups on local issues and on auction websites. We 
stated that we were looking for participants for a discussion on societal issues, rather 
than political issues, to limit self-selection bias. We administered a short (5-10 min) 
screening questionnaire by phone or email, based on which we invited the participants 
(see Van Bezouw et al., 2019). Additionally, recruitment agencies provided partici-
pants according to the different selection criteria above for the Hungarian focus group 
discussions, and for the Dutch groups when not enough participants could be found 
through our public advertisement (i.e., the 18-25 and 26-40 low education groups, 
and part of the activist group). With both types of recruitment, the researchers made 
the ultimate decisions about which participants were invited for a certain focus group. 
As per respective ethical standards in each country, the participants were awarded gift 

vouchers, a small amount of money, or were reimbursed for travel expenses. 
Four to six participants per focus group allow everyone enough time to elaborate 

on their arguments and attitudes, but at the same time warrant the group dynamics of 
focus group research (Duchesne, Frazer, Haegel, & Van Ingelgom, 2013; Morgan, 
1996). Keeping this in mind, we invited seven or eight people for each group with 
the aim of having the four to six participants present at the focus groups after possible 
cancellations of the participants. This happened in 16 cases in Brazil, two in Hungary, 
and 20 in the Netherlands. Several people in Brazil (N = 44), Hungary (N = 4), and 
the Netherlands (N = 14) showed interest in participating in the study but were not 
invited based on the answers they provided in the screening questionnaire.

In the end, 144 people participated in the focus group discussions: 58 in Hungary, 
35 in Brazil and 51 in the Netherlands. The number of participants in each focus group 
ranged from three to eight. There were sufficient differences in political preferences 
and attitudes within the groups in each country to elicit discussion (see Van Bezouw 
et al., 2019). The participants in all three countries reported high levels of previous 
participation in political action. Especially the number of Brazilian participants who 
indicated to have taken part in a street demonstration in the last year was surprisingly 
high when compared to the national average (see Table 3.1 for previous political 
participation of the participants compared to nationally representative data). Together 
with the high level of political interest of the focus group participants (see Table 3.1), 
this could indicate that self-selection played a role in the focus group composition. 

TABLE 3.1 POLITICAL ATTITUDES AND PAST POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION OF THE FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS.

Country

Left-Right 
Self-
Placement
(0-10)

Collective 
Efficacy 
(0-10)

Political 
Interest
 (0-10)

Voted 
in Last 
National 
Elections 
(National 
Average)

Demonstrated 
in Last 12 
Months 
(National 
Average)

M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) (%) (%)

Brazil  
(N=35) 5.03 (3.82) 8.42 (2.63) 7.35 (2.28) 88.6 (76.0) 41.9 (7.7)
Hungary 
(N=58) 5.28 (3.00) 6.76 (2.45) 7.62 (1.86) 89.7 (69.0) 19.0 (3.4)
The 
Netherlands 
(N=51) 4.02 (2.24) 7.31 (1.84) 7.33 (2.09) 86.3 (71.7) 19.6 (2.9)

NOTE: THE NATIONAL AVERAGES FOR BRAZIL ARE BASED ON THE LATIN 
AMERICAN PUBLIC OPINION PROJECT (2014) AND FOR HUNGARY AND THE 
NETHERLANDS ON THE EUROPEAN SOCIAL SURVEY WAVE 7 (2014).
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PROCEDURE 
The groups were given between two and two-and-a-half hours to discuss a limited 

number of questions, allowing participants plenty of time to elaborate on their opinions 
and to respond to each other. All participants were asked to introduce themselves 
by giving their name, some background information, but also the first thing that came 
to their mind when hearing the word politics (see Appendix A for all the questions). 
This question prompted everyone to think about politics but also forced everyone to 
speak early on in the discussion and prevent participants from remaining silent in the 
subsequent discussions. After that, the five main questions were discussed for about 
20-30 minutes each. We first asked the participants to discuss the most important 
issues in society nowadays, followed by a second question about what citizens can 
do to address these issues. After a short break, we asked the participants to discuss 
the reasons for why some people remain politically inactive. For the political strategies 
question, we used pictures of forms of political participation to elicit more discussion 
and provide some guidance for the participants (see Appendix A for the pictures). The 
final two questions concerned societal and political institutions, and support for direct 
democracy as part of other studies, and were not considered in this research. 

The moderator was instructed to use a non-directive approach, asking very few 
follow-up questions to allow the participants to freely discuss and react to other 
participants’ responses. This was one of the key ways to ensure similarity in the focus 
groups across countries, making sure that differences in discussions did not stem from 
the moderator or design, but from the participants themselves. In each country, one 
professional moderator was hired to moderate all the focus groups to ensure consis-
tency throughout the groups, although the very dynamic group interactions entailed 
some differences in moderations style that was necessary to continue the discussion. 
For each focus group discussion, one of the authors of this article was present to assist 
with practicalities, such as setting up the recording devices, and take additional notes 
of the focus group discussions, without interfering with the discussion itself at any point. 

ANALYSIS
Based on audio- and video-recording, all 26 focus groups were transcribed 

verbatim by the researchers or research assistants in the language that the discussion 
was held in (i.e., in Portuguese, Hungarian, or Dutch). We used latent thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) — meaning we moved beyond the description of what is said 
in the focus groups discussions and interpreted possible underlying attitudes and ideas. 
In doing so, we took an intermediate position between essentialist and constructivist 
approaches (e.g., Gergen, 1999) to interpret the themes of discussion about political 
inaction. In line with critical discursive psychology (e.g., Wetherell, 1998), we assumed 
that what people say in focus group discussions is shaped in part by the conversational 
context of responding to arguments and interactions within the focus groups discussion. 
Nonetheless, contrary to discursive psychology or discourse analysis, we assumed 
that the focus group discussions are also shaped by previously held opinions, personal 

experiences, and the broader social and historical context that people are part of. 
Our analysis was limited to a social psychological understanding of political inaction. 
In practice, this means that we did not aim to provide an exhaustive account of all 
arguments for political inaction. Both in coding the themes and in our subsequent 
interpretation, we focused on how different aspects of the social context influenced 
discussions about political inaction in general. 

Based on our social psychological focus in understanding political inaction, we 
created one coding scheme that was used for the data from the three countries. We 
coded the entire focus group transcripts using the qualitative data analysis software 
Atlas Ti ©, and subsequently translated pieces of text corresponding to the specific 
codes into English in order to compare the substance of the same code in all three 
countries. This process was repeated until the coders from each country agreed on the 
interpretation of all the codes. The coding scheme consisted of three different steps. 
Based on the coded text, we subsequently interpreted how political inaction was 
discussed by the participants and identified the main themes. 

In the first step, all the relevant parts of the focus group discussions —the ones that 
concerned political inaction— were marked. This consisted of nearly all of the discus-
sions following the question about political inaction, but also parts of the discussions 
about the most important issues in society and the political strategies that people could 
use. In these latter two, indirect mentions of political inaction were also coded, such as 
discussions about the lack of effect of political action, or remarks about certain societal 
issues that people felt were not important, thereby implying that political action was 
not needed. Whether the discussion was spurred by either the question about issues, 
strategies, or inaction determined the code that was given in this first step (see Table 
3.2 for an overview). 

TABLE 3.2 CODING SCHEME FOR CODING THE FOCUS 
GROUPS DISCUSSIONS IN FOUR DIFFERENT STEPS.

Step 1 Step 2  Step 3

Issues Efficacy Individual

Strategies Explanation Group

Inaction Other System

Organizations Others

In the second step, we distinguished between short and generic explanations 
for inaction that people might give (e.g., people just don’t care; coded as “other”), 
short efficacy related statements (e.g., voting will not change anything), and more 
elaborate arguments for why people remain politically inactive. In the third step, we 
interpreted whether the more elaborate explanations that people gave for political 
activity primarily pertained to either themselves, groups in society, or the social and 
political system. This corresponded to the individual, group, and system level of the 
social context that we outlined in the introduction. The individual code was used for 
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instances where people explicitly referred to themselves. We used the group code for 
every reference to a social category or group in society. Similarly, we used the system 
code for any general reference to the political and social system as long as no specific 
references to intergroup relations were mentioned or implied. Using this approach, 
references to “Brazilian culture enhances political action” would be coded as system 
level, but “Brazilian culture enhances political action more than the Argentinian 
culture” would be coded as group level because of the intergroup comparison. 

RESULTS
Compared to talking about political action, discussing reasons why people remain 

politically inactive proved to be a challenge for several of the focus group participants. 
In some discussions, this led people to provide very short answers (e.g., people simply 
are not interested in politics), change the topic and return to discussing political action, 
or discuss what political inaction actually means. More elaborate arguments about 
political inaction were also put forward by the focus group participants, however, 
allowing us to interpret how individual-, group-, and system-level contextual influences 
were related to how people explain political inaction in group discussions.

In these more elaborate explanations for political inaction, a central question 
is who or what is being blamed for political inaction. The question of responsibility 
for inaction provides an organizing theoretical framework in which we report the 
individual-, group-, and system-level explanations for political inaction and their 
association with existing social psychological insight on this topic. Although we discuss 
the three levels separately, assignment of blame often consisted of a combination 
of different arguments and we will reflect on this in our interpretation of the findings. 
Quotes from the focus group participants are given with a fictitious name, the specific 
age and education group that somebody participated in, and the country (e.g., Maria, 
26-40LE; Peter, 61+HE), as well as the conversational context from which the quote is 
taken is described. The moderator is indicated with ‘M’ in the quotes.

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL 
EXPLANATIONS

Due to the nature of the focus group discussions and the questions about societal 
issues, specific references to oneself were not as common as references to groups 
or the socio-political system. Nonetheless, people did share why they themselves 
remained politically inactive. The core theme in the individual-level explanations 
was a lack of efficacy, which was blamed on various others rather than oneself. In 
the Netherlands, people brought up how the unresponsiveness of the government 
and politicians in general left them with a feeling that their participation in politics 
was futile. Both in Hungary and Brazil, the specific threat of participation in street 
demonstrations was mentioned as an additional deterrent to participate. 

A personal feeling of powerlessness or futility was expressed regarding participa-
tion in political action, sometimes without blaming specific actors for this feeling: 

Denise (26-40HE, the Netherlands): If you’d ask me, I’d say: it is a rational 
choice. Emotionally, as a gut feeling, I think oh well, what does it even matter, it 
[political action] is nothing but a drop in the ocean. 
Eva: I think a lot of people feel that way.

However, explanations for one’s own lack of participation usually referred to 
contextual factors making political action futile or even impossible. Whereas in the 
Netherlands this pertained to unresponsive governments, people in Brazil cited more 
overt threats that deterred them from especially street demonstrations:

Caio (26-40LE, Brazil): The right way is logically the ballot box, because I’m 
not going there to shout. I have a daughter and I’m not going there to take a 
rubber bullet in the face. A guy of my size —I am 1.80 meters— logically I’ll be 
the first target (…). So I’m there, shouting with a flag and I’m the first to take a 
bullet. And after my daughter was born I became scared of things, you know? A 
more polite and ethical means is to go there and cast my vote. But then I go to an 
electronic ballot box and vote. Will my vote be computed? Will my vote go for A 
or for B? It’s all a very crazy thing. 

In Hungary, there were similar fears for violence of both protesters and authorities at 
street demonstrations. This was, for example, associated with a series of anti-govern-
ment protests in 2006 that turned violent. More subtle repercussions of voicing political 
opinions were also mentioned: 

M: Do you think that there is a risk, Judit?
Judit (18-25HE, Hungary): Well, currently I work for a public company, while 
my former coworkers work for the Ministry for National Economy [not audible]. 
Everyone has a similar opinion on certain current policies, but they are afraid to 
express it, they are afraid of this becoming public. So it is okay [for me] to talk 
about it at the table in the office, but they are afraid to talk about these things. And 
there is a huge difference between being at a public company and being at the 
state, at a ministry. I dare to talk; they do not. Well, maybe it is the case because I 
am a kamikaze, while they are really afraid.
M: But are they afraid to talk because they know that it is a real threat?
Judit: I think yes.

Rather than arguing that there is no need for political action, other types of justifica-
tions for one’s own political inaction were usually formulated. These justifications took 
different forms, and in addition to blaming structural factors, some people said that 
they personally were just not capable of engaging in something as complicated as 
politics: 

Linda (18-25LE, the Netherlands): Hmm well, I sometimes meet these people 
who want to talk about it [politics] and I think; you are just too well informed 
compared to me. I don’t enter these deep discussions… But they just know a lot. 
They have all these nice ideas about how things could be different. They could 
maybe achieve more than you and me.
In the discursive context of explaining one’s own political inaction, stressing the 
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frustration of unresponsive governments is arguably easier than blaming oneself for 
remaining inactive. The specific threat of government repression of street demonstra-
tions undeniably makes street demonstrations risky in more authoritarian contexts, 
making it harder to interpret this explanation as a diversion of blame to outside factors. 
Given the nature of the data, we could not assess these intra-individual processes 
during the focus group discussions. Nonetheless, we argue that to understand 
individual-level reasons for political inaction, we have to consider that they might stem 
from a self-serving process. From a cognitive dissonance perspective (Festinger, 1957), 
if people in the focus groups were politically inactive throughout their lives, expressing 
a negative evaluation of the government might be easier than suddenly becoming 
active (in line with Quintelier & Hooghe, 2011). Another possible explanation stems 
from social comparison theory. According to social comparison theory, comparing 
oneself to relevant others can help people understand themselves, but also enhance a 
feeling of self-worth or positive affect (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Festinger, 1954). It is 
likely that this motivation to feel good about oneself is expressed in blaming others, in 
this case often the government, rather than oneself for political inaction. 

 GROUP-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS 
The group-level factors in our coding referred to parts of the discussions in which 

participants talked about groups in society or made intergroup comparisons when 
explaining political inaction. We discern two main lines of explanation that the 
participants provided for inaction here. The first one consists of various intergroup 
comparisons stressing cultural reasons for why people remained politically inactive. 
The different European countries offered participants in Hungary and the Netherlands 
the chance to argue how the ‘protest culture’ in one’s own country was less developed 
than other countries. In Brazil, intergroup comparisons pertained more often to 
different participation levels of different groups within Brazilian society. The second 
type of explanation, less commonly expressed, consisted of intergroup comparisons 
with the aim of downplaying the need for political action because societal issues are 
not severe enough to become active for. Both these types of intergroup comparisons 
seem to evade assigning blame to specific political actors. Sometimes, other groups 
of citizens were blamed for inaction as part of a larger culture of political inaction. 
However, blaming the culture or arguing that there is actually little need for political 
action justifies inaction rather than holding others responsible for it.

Multiple comparisons with other countries were made to provide a cultural 
argument about why political inaction was common, for example, in Hungary:

M: Ildikó told us that we are not capable of boycotting —well I simplify what 
she said a bit, she did not exactly say this— but then can we say which countries, 
cultures, economies, people are capable of boycotting?
Lilla (61+ HE, Hungary): No, we cannot say so. 
György: Yes, Polish are capable. The Polish people are cohesive.
M: In what sense are they different in being cohesive?
György: They have a different attitude, they approach these things differently; 

this is why Walesa could mobilize them, because they stick together. Even abroad. 
Hungarians eat each other even abroad, and this is true… Well, at least I think so. 
I perceive the Polish to be cohesive in this sense.
These comparisons between the protesting cultures were not limited to Poland. 

More general references to other European countries were also made in Hungary, and 
linked to the long-time communist past that inhibited participation: 

M: You said that you participate, you go to elections. Why do you go? In what 
you differ from those who do not participate? What makes you participate, what 
prevents others?
Adél (61+LE, Hungary): I try to enforce my ideas and will.
Béla: My wishes.
Szilárd: The 40 years of brainwashing for our generation yielded in this 
[inaction]. It is that simple.
Judit: Yes. 
Szilárd: It is 80% [turnout] in Western Europe. They go because it is their 
obligation.

A common outgroup that people in both the Netherlands and Hungary compared 
themselves to is France. In both cases, France serves as an example of a protesting 
culture, but whereas in the Hungarian discussions the demonstrations in Hungary were 
framed as dangerous, in the Netherlands people argue that the French protest culture 
is something to aspire: 

Enith (41-60HE, Netherlands): Back in the day people really took to the 
streets when they disagreed with something. Everybody agrees that life has 
become expensive and how much contribution you need to pay, but everybody 
sits quietly at home because as long as you have your plate of food and a safe 
home, nobody will protest. People forget however that others had to fight for these 
rights. 
Magda: But I mean, I wonder to what extent you can still get those street 
demonstrations, like back in the day against nuclear weapons…
[small tangent in the discussion]
Enith: But I wonder if you look at France, I am just naming a country somewhat 
bigger in terms of inhabitants as well. They only have to discuss the retirement age 
and, well, the whole of France will be protesting.
Peter: But that’s the culture there, isn’t it?

In addition to intergroup comparisons between countries, Enith in the quote above 
also compares present-day people in the Netherlands to people back in the day, 
propagating the same norm that people should participate in demonstrations more 
often rather than remaining inactive. Similar to the quote from Hungary above in 
which youngsters were compared to people who experienced the communist era, this 
shows how different intergroup comparisons and relevant outgroups were used in the 
arguments that people made about political inaction. In Brazil, people differentiated 
between groups in society to argue, and criticize, why especially the lower classes in 
society remain politically inactive:

Raul (18-25 HE, Brazil): In my mind, Brazilians who are born below the middle 
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class are headed towards political inaction. Because there is indeed a lack of 
interest, but it’s not only that. It’s that reasoning: “I’ll vote and I have to vote for 
someone who has done something to improve my life.” But he doesn’t think 
about the consequences for public policies; the consequences of the rest of the 
politician’s actions unless they affect their lives directly.
Theo: I think this lack of interest is more a lack of political understanding. People 
don’t have an education to understand what politics is and how it works, and this 
ends up stopping them from wanting to know more.

These discussions reveal mechanisms that could increase or decrease the experience of 
efficacy. People in the focus groups discussions expressed a lack of efficacy because 
of unresponsive politicians, relating this to corruption in Brazil and to the communist 
history in Hungary. This highlights a part of social identity theory that has received little 
scientific attention. As mentioned in the introduction, social identity theory posits that 
how collective action manifests itself, is dependent on the societal values, rules, and 
norms (e.g., Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). The focus group discussions show that both the 
current and historical societal context of a country shapes why people could remain 
politically (in)active.

 Intergroup comparisons were also made to argue that there was no real need 
for political action because there were no serious issues to become active about. 
Preceding the following quote, the participants were discussing that the Netherlands 
has to contribute more money to the European Union than other countries in times of 
the worldwide financial crisis after 2009:

Ilyas (26-40LE, Netherlands): The Netherlands are in a crisis as well. I don’t 
think the Netherlands received money from Europe however. 
Vera: Well, the rest [of the countries in Europe] were even more in a crisis than the 
Netherlands.

Whereas Ilyas sees the monetary contribution as a real issue, Vera tries to justify 
the situation by making a comparison with other countries that are worse off than 
the Netherlands. For political inaction, this brief exchange is important because it 
signals the types of issues that people are willing to become politically active for. 
However, intergroup comparisons were not only made to downplay the importance 
of issues. Corruption in Brazil, for example, was argued to be much worse compared 
to other countries. In a social identity perspective, people are motivated by ingroup 
bias in intergroup situations (Rubin & Hewstone, 1998). Based on the focus group 
discussions, we could not assess the extent to which people identified with the groups 
they discussed. Nonetheless, the mere observation that people are flexible in both 
derogating and defending their own country in order to explain political inaction is 
important. It signals that understanding the social psychology of political inaction 
requires an encompassing theoretical view, including multiple motivations and 
mechanisms that play a role in rationalizing grievances or one’s political inaction.

SYSTEM-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS
The questions about issues in society, political action, and political inaction spurred 

a wide range of arguments about the political and social system in the three different 
countries. People discussed ‘politics,’ ‘this country,’ ‘the system,’ ‘government,’ and a 
range of other general references to the current power relations in their country. The 
question of blame for political inaction was very salient in most discussions. There were 
different kinds of criticism of the political system in each country, focusing on specific 
politicians as examples of the political elite, or criticizing the distance that exists 
between politics and regular citizens. This distance was expressed most explicitly in 
Brazil and the Netherlands, while an important theme in the Hungarian focus group 
discussions was how different powerholders actively contributed to citizens’ feelings of 
political inefficacy. 

In Brazil, people linked political inaction directly to the reputation of politics and 
politicians: 

Stella (26-40HE, Brazil): There are a lot of reasons, such as bad reputations… 
Sávio: I think it is because of politics’ history [referring to its reputation].
Stella: The disbelief in politics, on the political context.
Sávio: It’s famous for the number of gangs acting within it, in the public sector this 
is very manifest, you know? (…) If you approach someone today in order to talk 
about politics, in these days of political scandal…
Ingrid: You are going to start a fight.
Sávio: Nobody will want to discuss politics, nobody. I think what influences this is 
the reputation of politics.

The negative statements about politics were used in a discursive context of expressing 
an argument about political inaction, rather than providing a direct evaluation of the 
system in isolation. In other words, blaming the system had the function of explaining 
why people remain politically inactive without blaming themselves or citizens in 
general. This same explanation was also used, and elaborated on, by pointing out 
how the 1964-1985 dictatorship caused a lack of civic education among groups in 
Brazilian society: 

Sandra (41-60 HE, Brazil): I think that we are not a politicized nation. But 
I think this is changing lately, with movements, with this construction, and with 
activism. I believe we are such a young democracy as well regarding politici-
zation [of citizens] because today we still don’t discuss politics in schools and 
universities.
Ednaldo: What is your opinion of why that is so? 
Sandra: Of not being politicized? I think it’s a remnant of the dictatorship. There is 
still this thing of separating the elite from the rest. The elite have education and rest 
doesn’t, so there it is…

In all three countries, the main theme was the unresponsiveness of politicians that 
made participation in politics futile. However, there were differences in arguments 
that people provided about why they experienced unresponsiveness. Corruption was 
mentioned regularly in both Brazil and Hungary, but more explicitly linked to political 
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inaction in Brazil. Both in Brazil and the Netherlands, people mentioned the distance 
they experience between ordinary citizens and politics: 

Davi (41-60 LE, Brazil): It goes back to voting. You delegate to a representative 
and theoretically he is going to elaborate laws that contemplate your interests (…)  
Célio: We trust that the guy is prepared to assume this position. 
Davi: You delegate. In our society we delegate.
Célio: However, they disappoint you at the end, and then you see… 
Davi: Many times they disappoint you, I don’t believe anymore. I think this is 
one of the great deceptions. You delegated and that person didn’t honor his 
compromise with you. (…) In Brazil, nowadays, you don’t see yourself represented 
by the political class, by the politicians. They represent only themselves.

In Hungary, unresponsiveness and the distance between citizens and politics was 
extended to conspiracy thinking at various points in the discussions, placing the blame 
for political inaction on often vaguely described outside powers:

Viktória (26-40 LE, Hungary): The problem is that it does not matter who we 
vote for, there is not much to choose between them. Honestly, I would kick all of 
them out of the Parliament with all their pillows, folders, everything. I would take 
10 economists, guys, do something, let’s reorganize the country economically, and 
following their suggestions I would reorganize the country.
Tibor: I would add, about the whole world, that there are great powers, world 
banks, and the whole world is directed from there. So, for a country, or for a set of 
countries, it is decided what can be done, and that they have to collect a certain 
amount of money for us [the ‘great powers’]. This is my summary of the whole 
system. So, it does not matter who is governing, people are manipulated, and the 
war starts here. So, it starts now, but most people do not know it.

We also saw positive evaluations of society in the focus group discussions; however, 
this was more sparse and usually in response to criticism or to nuance the criticism of 
others in the discussions. In the Netherlands, Denise (26-40HE) brought up the topic 
of economic inequality as one of the most important issues facing Dutch society. Tamar 
disagreed, however:

Tamar (26-40HE, Netherlands): I don’t think it’s that bad in the Netherlands. 
I see your point, but still I don’t think it’s that bad. If you look at the fact that 
everyone in the Netherlands has access to healthcare, everyone has access to 
education…

After this, two other participants clearly opposed Tamar’s opinion, stating that people 
might have the right to get healthcare, but access is actually limited and some people 
cannot afford health insurance, meaning there are still plenty of people without 
insurance. Nonetheless, Tamar persisted:

Tamar (26-40HE): Of course, it is hard to make ends meet with 900 euros 
per month. But I think that if you don’t have any debts, the state helps you out to 
secure the primary... the basic needs, like getting enough food, education, and 
healthcare.

More generally, the way Tamar justified the Dutch system exemplifies one way to 
cope with issues or grievances that makes political action superfluous; living in the 

Netherlands is actually quite good, so there is no reason to become politically active.
In the focus group discussions, people voiced their support for the social and 

political system both directly and indirectly, by strongly advocating the norm that 
citizens should vote and engage in the democratic process. Nonetheless, many 
negative assessments of politicians, the political system, or society in general, were 
used to explain political inaction. Especially in Brazil and Hungary, explanations of 
low political efficacy were related to unresponsive politicians, mimicking earlier quan-
titative research about the relationship between low political efficacy and decreased 
system justification in Eastern Europe (Cichocka & Jost, 2014; Van der Toorn, Berkics, 
& Jost, 2010). In addition to that, criticism of the system is likely to be self-serving in the 
focus group discussions. If individual (e.g., Hoffarth & Jost, 2017; Jost et al., 2017) or 
group interests within a specific system (e.g., Sengupta, Osborne, & Sibley, 2014) are 
more salient, system justification can be less pronounced. This is something that might 
underlie explanations in the focus group discussions where people argue that they 
themselves do not participate because the political system is not responsive. 

DISCUSSION
In this study, we aimed to show how people explain political inaction when they 

discuss politics. Whereas a lot is known about what motivates people to engage in 
political action, the specific dynamics of political inaction have so far received little 
scientific scrutiny. Using focus group discussions allowed us to interpret reasons for 
political inaction as themes that were not only influenced by personally held opinions, 
but also by the interaction with others and situated in a specific social, historical, and 
political context. Although the lay explanations of political inaction mainly concerned 
feelings of inefficacy, we illustrated how different political realities in Brazil, Hungary, 
and the Netherlands shaped arguments about why people felt that political action 
was futile. In contrast to existing intra-individual research on political inaction (e.g., 
Becker, 2012; Jost et al., 2012), our participants’ explanations for political inaction did 
not seem to stem from a single motivating factor — for example ingroup bias — but 
took many different forms throughout the narratives. Taking the perspective of citizens 
discussing politics showed that future social psychological research and theorizing can 
benefit from integrating individual-, group-, and system-level approaches to political 
(in)activity.
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A FRAMEWORK TO 
UNDERSTAND NARRATIVES 
ABOUT POLITICAL INACTION

We focus our interpretation and discussion of the findings around three questions. 
Who or what is to blame for political inaction? What kinds of norms underlie expla-
nations for political inaction? And how are these explanations expressed, considering 
the social psychological approach we have used? We believe these three questions 
can provide the basis of a framework to understand people’s explanations for political 
inaction in a social psychological way. It offers several possibilities for integrating 
different social psychological approaches to political (in)action and directions for 
future research. 

BLAME FOR POLITICAL INACTION 
Assignment of blame was important in understanding the different explanations 

for political inaction that were expressed in the focus group discussions. A crucial 
distinction here is whether politicians or the political system are blamed for citizens’ 
inaction, or whether other factors are brought up. Previous research on voter turnout 
has shown that if societal issues are attributed specifically to the government, this can 
increase subsequent turnout (Arceneaux, 2003). Therefore, we think that differential 
blame attribution may influence the likelihood of future political action. The many 
cultural arguments for political inaction expressed in the focus group discussions do 
not provide a straightforward path towards political action because they often lack 
a clear target (e.g., politicians) to direct political action to. Similarly, when people 
adopt conspiracy theories about outside forces influencing political decisions, a clear 
target for future political action is missing. Also, if other groups in society are accused 
of remaining inactive, a shared feeling of responsibility to work towards social change 
might not emerge, bolstering future political inaction. Conversely, blaming corrupt 
politicians or specific political parties for creating a sense of political powerlessness 
may provide a basis for future political action when its target is clearly defined and 
when additional feelings of anger arise. As such, who people blame is critical in 
understanding the likelihood of sustained political inaction.  

NORMS ABOUT POLITICAL INACTION 
An important way of understanding how people provide different kinds of 

explanations for political inaction is through the norms that are conveyed explicitly 
or implicitly. One underlying norm appeared throughout all the 26 focus group 
discussions: Participants in all three countries consistently discussed political inaction 
as a problem for society. Throughout the discussions, people sought ways to justify, 
rationalize, or explain political inaction but they did not endorse it. To some extent, 
this norm might seem surprising because a majority of citizens —including many of our 
focus group participants— does not engage in political action outside of voting (e.g., 

Wike & Castillo, 2018). Moreover, a substantial share of citizens in Western democ-
racies supports the idea of a ‘stealth democracy’ in which people participate less in 
politics and leave decisions to expert politicians (Coffé & Michels, 2014; Hibbing 
& Theiss-Morse, 2003). For these two reasons, one might expect more support for 
political inaction, but we did not observe this in the focus group discussions. 

The discrepancy between these societal-level norms and the emergent norm in 
the focus group discussions shows the specific contributions that this type of research 
can make. The literature on political discussion shows that talking about politics can 
have a positive effect on participation in politics (e.g., McClurg, 2006; Pattie & 
Johnston, 2009; Schmitt-Beck & Lup, 2013) and the focus group discussions provide 
an example of how the exchange of ideas about politics shapes political efficacy and 
how people converge to the norm that political inaction is not good and therefore 
should be reduced. To some extent, the emergence of this norm might be influenced 
by intragroup processes such as dominant voices (e.g., Morgan, 1996) that steer the 
discussion in a certain direction, the polarization of opinions (Myers & Lamm, 1976), 
or groupthink (Janis, 1972). Moreover, it shows that norms and attitudes are not fixed; 
they can change over time and be influenced by others (e.g., Fishkin, 1991; Hollander, 
2004). Although this norm of political activity may be situational and temporary, we 
argue that actively capturing this process of changing norms in social psychological 
research is key in better understanding which parts of the social reality can trigger 
participation in political action. The specific context that the focus groups provided, 
spurring the participants to think about societal issues and ways to address these, 
signals that a shared awareness of political action repertoires can be key in changing 
norms towards becoming politically active. 

SELF-CATEGORIZATION IN EXPLANATIONS 
FOR POLITICAL INACTION 

When the focus group participants wanted to express a norm or opinion about 
political inaction, it seemed like references to personal experiences, intergroup 
comparisons, and system-level explanations were mere tools that people could pick 
from a toolbox rather than consistently using the same types of explanations. People 
talk both negatively and positively about themselves, groups in society, and the social 
and political system, often while simultaneously blaming someone or something else. 
As mentioned earlier, cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), social compar-
ison theory (Festinger, 1954), social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and system 
justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994) all provide different motivations that drive 
subsequent social psychological processes. The nature of the focus group discussions 
did not allow us to measure the individual attitudes that people had before, during, 
and after the discussions. However, one way of understanding people’s explanations 
for inaction is that people might be motivated by personal justification at one time in 
the discussion, whereas a certain group or their country might be defended later on 
in the discussion. We argue that people self-categorized (Reynolds, Jones, O’Brien, 
& Subasic, 2013; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) differently 
throughout the focus group discussions, which could explain why the participants 
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both defended but also derogated, for instance, the political system in their country. 
Self-categorization theory posits that individuals can view themselves as unique 
individuals, but also as part of different social categories (Turner, 1985). How people 
self-categorize depends on the “readiness” to use a certain self-category and how 
well these categories “fit” someone, which can vary depending on the social context 
(Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). The questions in the focus groups about 
different topics as well as remarks from other participants may have increased the 
saliency of different group memberships (e.g., Oakes, Turner, & Haslam, 1991). The 
findings from the focus group discussions suggest that theoretical integration is needed 
for a better understanding of political attitudes and political inaction. We believe that 
self-categorization is an important mechanism in an integrative approach to political 
inaction.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 
DIRECTIONS IN STUDYING 
POLITICAL INACTION

In order to assess the extent to which changes in norms about political (in)action 
are persistent, future research with a longitudinal design is indispensable. The specific 
political and societal events at the time that the focus groups were conducted are 
likely to have influenced how people expressed their opinions on political inaction. 
The wave of anti-corruption protests in Brazil (Tatagiba, 2017) around the time of the 
current research, for example, might have created a specific saliency of this type of 
political action. Collecting data over time allows for better capturing the dynamics of 
norms towards political (in)action. 

With our series of focus group discussions being conducted at one point in time, 
we were limited in examining changes in norms and attitudes towards political (in)
action over time. One of the main factors that influences voting in elections is previous 
voting behavior (Cutts, Fieldhouse, & John, 2009; Smets & Van Ham, 2013). Habits 
and norms are often used to explain this effect (Cutts et al., 2009); however, we argue 
that the focus group discussions might signal how these habits or norms can be formed 
through a process of discussing politics with others and exchanging arguments and 
rationalizations for inaction. People do so in a very flexible way, not bound exclusively 
by personal, group, or system interests. 

In future research, a process that could be tested longitudinally is whether different 
explanations play a role in different steps, sustaining political inaction over time. 
First of all, people could explain away grievances or threats, making political action 
unnecessary, followed by legitimations for this inaction which might contribute to 
a vicious circle of inaction. These over-time effects of social identity management 
strategies, system justification, or cognitive dissonance theory have received relatively 
little empirical attention. The different forms of rationalizations we observed in the 
focus group discussions could help in understanding why people continue to remain 
politically inactive, even when they face enduring threats or disadvantage in society. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Research in social psychology and related fields has provided an ever-increasing 

understanding of why people engage in political action. In this exploration of how 
citizens explain political inaction, it becomes clear that inaction in itself deserves more 
scientific scrutiny. Making people discuss political inaction brings to the fore a norm 
that inaction should be avoided, but it is not hard to think of all kinds of reasons why 
there is a gap between this norm and actual political action. People have a wide 
range of strategies that allows them to explain, rationalize, or justify why one can 
remain politically inactive. Taking the perspective of citizens, the focus group discus-
sions signal the need to better integrate the different social psychological approaches 
to rationalization of grievances and political inaction. Attempts at achieving social 
change are still few and far between. We hope that our research provides a first step 
in further uncovering the dynamics of political inaction in order to improve equality in 
political representation of citizens in different political contexts.
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ABSTRACT
Inequality is a multi-faceted issue for society that can negatively affect individuals, 

different groups in society, or it can be problematic for society itself. To understand 
different coping responses to inequality, we test the role of self-categorization in the 
context of prejudiced police violence in the United States of America. In an online 
survey experiment (N=257), we manipulated self-categorization by making salient 
one’s unique individuality, ethnic ingroup membership, being American, or the 
American sociopolitical system. We then examined whether coping responses to 
threatening information about police violence corresponded to the level of self-cate-
gorization. Overall, we did not find a consistent effect of self-categorization on coping 
responses. Only when the Black American ingroup was made salient, Black Americans 
signaled being more empowered in response to inequality. Although we found no 
other effects of self-categorization, different emotions were consistently related to 
coping responses. Negative emotions (e.g., anger) were associated with active coping 
responses (e.g., collective action intentions), whereas positive emotions (e.g., pride) 
were associated with justification of the system and social creativity. More research 
is needed to ascertain the role of self-categorization in how people cope with threat, 
but it could provide the mechanism that allows for integrating different theoretical 
perspectives and provide an encompassing understanding of coping with inequality. 

THIS CHAPTER IS BASED ON A MANUSCRIPT IN PREPARATION BY  
M.J. VAN BEZOUW, J. VAN DER TOORN, AND N. SOLAK.   

CHAPTER 4 
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INTEGRATING DIFFERENT 
COPING RESPONSES TO SOCIAL 
INEQUALITY: THE ROLE OF 
SELF-CATEGORIZATION 

Social inequality in society entails that some people have fewer resources, 
fewer opportunities, and lower social status compared to others. For the current 
study, we take a social-psychological approach to explore how people cope with 
social inequality. Do they engage in efforts to change adverse conditions or do they 
rationalize the existence of inequality? The answer to this question is important for 
a better understanding of why inequalities in society can persist, or whether people 
aim to reduce them and strive for social change. Social psychological research on 
coping with inequalities has provided insight into the processes that lead people 
to either rationalize or actively cope with inequalities. Different motivations and 
conditions that lead to different coping responses have been proposed in various 
social psychological theories. In the current research, we aim to integrate different 
theoretical approaches to coping with social inequality, providing an encompassing 
understanding of the conditions under which people opt for one coping strategy over 
the other. More specifically, we examine whether people’s responses to inequality 
depend on which perspective they take —how they self-categorize (Turner, 1985). The 
core of our argument is that people can either see themselves as unique individuals, 
as members of a certain ingroup, or as part of a broader social system and that these 
different roles correspond to different coping responses to social inequality. We test the 
effect of self-categorization on different forms of coping with social inequality in the 
context of discriminatory police violence in the United States of America. Compared to 
White Americans, Black Americans(1) are much more likely to become victim of police 
violence because of racial bias (Ross, 2015). In recent years, this has increasingly led 
to public outrage and spurred the “Black Lives Matter” movement to fight prejudiced 
police behavior (Rickford, 2016). We distinguish between the coping strategies of 
members of groups that are affected by police violence versus those who are not, and 
explore the role that different emotions play in people’s coping responses to social 
inequality. 

1   We use Black and White Americans in this study instead of African and European 
Americans. Whereas preferences for either terminology exist, skin color rather than 
cultural heritage is the most salient distinction in the context of discriminatory police 
violence.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
To understand different responses to social inequality, we employ and extend 

a stress-coping approach to collective disadvantage (Van Zomeren, Leach, & 
Spears, 2012). Based on Lazarus’ (1991) appraisal theory of coping, Van Zomeren 
and colleagues (2012) argue that collective action can either stem from regulating 
group-based anger —emotion focused coping— or be motivated by an appraisal 
of the efficacy that collective action can have in achieving social change —problem 
focused coping. Whereas this dual-pathway model has been shown to be important 
for understanding collective action for social change (e.g., Tausch et al., 2011; Van 
Zomeren, Spears, & Leach, 2010), social inequality is often persistent in society. 
Therefore, we contend that an integrative approach requires a focus on inaction as 
well. We derive different coping responses to social inequality from social psycholog-
ical theories, most notably social identity theory (SIT) and system justification theory 
(SJT), that are associated with either action or inaction.

A second difference between the dual pathway model and our approach 
concerns the threat that people cope with. Van Zomeren and colleagues (2012) focus 
on collective disadvantage —issues that are interpreted as affecting one’s ingroup. 
Taxes, for examples, can be considered a collective disadvantage when people see 
them as unfairly affecting their ingroup more than other groups. Social inequality could 
lead to feelings of collective disadvantage as well when it negatively affects one’s 
ingroup. However, social inequality could cause additional threats. It might lead to 
personal feelings of realistic threat (e.g., Stephan & Stephan, 2000), especially in 
the context of prejudiced police violence that we study here. Moreover, departing 
from Van Zomeren et al.’s (2012) focus on disadvantaged groups, social inequalities 
can entail different threats for higher-status groups. For higher-status groups, social 
inequality itself can be perceived as a symbolic threat (Stephan & Stephan, 2000) 
because it violates one’s values. Additionally, it can be seen as a threat to the social 
and political system one is part of, or as a threat to the high-status ingroup’s image 
because it implies that one’s ingroup is to blame (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). 
Because of the different perceptions of threat that social inequality might entail for low- 
and high-status groups, we will explore their respective coping responses separately.  

COPING WITH SOCIAL 
INEQUALITY AT THE 
INDIVIDUAL, GROUP, 
AND SYSTEM LEVEL

Whether social inequality persists, increases, or decreases depends in part 
on efforts that citizens make —for example by spurring politicians to act against 
inequality. The intergroup relations perspective of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
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1979) proposes a crucial distinction between a social mobility and a social change 
belief system (Hogg, 2016). In a social mobility belief system, people are more likely 
to disidentify (Becker & Tausch, 2014) from a negatively distinct ingroup and seek 
individual mobility to improve one’s status (Ellemers, Van Knippenberg, & Wilke, 
1990). Being aware of social inequality, we expect these individualized beliefs in 
social mobility to lead to stronger preferences for individual coping strategies.   

Social inequality, however, often involves differences between groups that are 
harder to leave psychologically —for example one’s ethnic ingroup. In such cases, 
a social change mindset (Hogg, 2016) is more likely than people trying to pass or 
psychologically leave the ingroup (e.g., Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995). Depending on 
whether social stratification is perceived as stable or not, people might either engage 
in active attempts to change the ingroup’s status (i.e., social competition strategies, 
Tajfel & Turner, 1979) or try to re-interpret the unequal status relations more favorably 
through social creativity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Whereas social competition strategies, 
such as collective action, have the aim of changing the adverse position of the ingroup 
(e.g., Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008), employing social creativity is generally 
associated with inhibited collective action intentions (Becker, 2012) and are therefore 
more likely to bolster existing social inequalities.

There are several types of social creativity that people can employ. When an 
intergroup comparison is negative, choosing a different outgroup to compare to or 
choosing another dimension to compare on might increase the ingroup’s status (e.g., 
Blanz, Mummendey, Mielke, & Klink, 1998). Additionally, groups can reappropriate 
negative stigma ascribed to them (Galinsky, Hugenberg, Groom, & Bodenhausen, 
2003) —a famous example is the reappropriation of the term Black in the Black is 
Beautiful movement (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Coping with social inequality, however, is not merely an intergroup relations 
process. To account for the phenomenon of outgroup favoritism, Jost and Banaji 
(1994) posited that an additional motivating factor for both higher- and lower-status 
groups is to justify the existing social and political status quo. Believing that the social 
and political system is fair serves relational, epistemic, and existential needs (Jost 
& Hunyady, 2002). The strength of system justifying beliefs depends, in part, on 
individual differences —most notably conservatism has been shown to be associated 
with stronger beliefs that the system is fair (e.g., Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 
2003; Jost et al., 2017). Additionally, threats to the legitimacy of (aspects of) the social 
and political system have been shown to increase justification of this system (Jost, 
Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). To understand coping responses to social inequality, we 
need to therefore consider that people might engage in attempts to justify the system to 
restore the perceived legitimacy of the social and political system, especially when the 
system is more salient than individual- and group interests. 

The similarities and differences between system justification and social identity 
theory have been the subject of extensive debate (see for example Jost, 2019; 
Owuamalam, Rubin, & Spears, 2019). Reynolds, Jones, O’Brien, and Subasic (2013) 
argue that some of the differences between SIT and SJT could hinder integrative 
approaches to understanding social change. They note that group membership 

according to SIT is a psychological dimension: the strength of identification with a 
group determines group membership. SJT, on the other hand, conceptualizes group 
membership sociologically (i.e., someone is Black American, is White American). 
Moreover, SIT posits that social stability and social change are not associated with 
innate motivations that are proposed in SJT (i.e., existential, epistemic, and relational 
needs), but only stem from intergroup processes and social realities (Reynolds et al., 
2013). In other words, both what it means to be a group member and what motivates 
subsequent intergroup attitudes and behaviors differ between SIT and SJT. 

Appraisals of social inequality are possibly related to who is blamed for social 
inequality. Is social inequality seen as a sign of a dysfunctional political system? Or 
are specific groups in society to blame for inequalities? Major, Kaiser, and McCoy 
(2003) show that attributing blame to others or external factors, rather than oneself, 
can protect self-esteem. Although research on blame in intergroup relations is scarce, 
we think that self-esteem derived from group membership can be protected in a similar 
way: by blaming an outgroup or external circumstances. In some cases, however, 
there can be self-blame as well for the lower status of one’s ingroup, which has been 
argued to be in line with SJT (Lickel, Miller, Stenstrom, Denson, & Schmader, 2006). 
This could suggest that when the system is salient, blaming oneself or blaming one’s 
ingroup becomes more likely compared to blaming others. Taken together, we expect 
that self-categorization can lead to attribution of blame for inequalities that serves the 
interest of the level of self-categorization.  

   Group status is important in how people cope with social inequalities, and 
previous research has shown interactions between insights from SIT and SJT and the 
social status of different groups in society. The strength of system justification beliefs is 
linked to national attachment: subtle primes of American symbols have been shown 
to increase the level of system justification beliefs (Carter, Ferguson, & Hassin, 2011). 
However, national attachment is different for different racial groups in the United States 
of America. Whereas there is a positive association between attachment to one’s 
ethnic group and national attachment among White Americans, there is a negative 
association between these two among Black Americans (Sidanius, Feshbach, Levin, & 
Pratto, 1997). Importantly, subsequent research has shown that this difference stems 
from the different meaning that Black and White Americans give to national attachment 
in order to attain positive distinctiveness: Black Americans do not see racial identity 
as part of national attachment (social creativity; Carter & Perez, 2016). These findings 
provide an additional reason to consider the coping responses from higher- and 
lower-status groups separately in the current study. Not only can the perceptions of 
threat stemming from social inequality differ based on group status, the actual meaning 
of the different coping strategies might differ as well.
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THE EMOTIONAL 
UNDERPINNINGS OF 
AN APPRAISAL OF 
SOCIAL INEQUALITY 

The role of emotions has become increasingly central in research on intergroup 
relations (Hornsey, 2008). The appraisal of collective disadvantage and subsequent 
reactions are associated with certain emotional states (Van Zomeren et al., 2012). 
Anger about unjust disadvantage, for example, can spur people to engage in 
protest whereas fear is generally associated with avoidance (e.g., Van Troost, Van 
Stekelenburg, & Klandermans, 2013; Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Additionally, 
research has shown that the palliative effect of system justification (Jost & Hunyady, 
2002) consists of an increase in a range of positive feelings and emotions such as 
satisfaction with the status quo, life satisfaction, and a subjective sense of security, as 
well as a decrease in moral outrage, cognitive dissonance, anger, frustration, and 
feelings of helplessness (Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Jost, Wakslak, & Tyler, 2008; Harding 
& Sibley, 2013; Rankin, Jost, & Wakslak, 2009; Wakslak, Jost, Tyler, & Chen, 2007). 
Wakslak and colleagues (2007) showed that a system justification mindset reduced 
negative affect and moral outrage about inequality, which in turn was associated with 
less support for redistributive policies. 

How people appraise social inequality —depending on how they self-catego-
rize— is likely accompanied by certain emotions that play a role in the type of coping 
strategies that people employ. Previous research has shown that self-categorization 
as an ingroup member can entail group-based, rather than individual, emotions 
towards others (e.g., Halperin, 2008; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000). Subsequently, 
emotions associated with how people appraise intergroup relations can lead to 
different attitudes and behaviors on behalf of the group (see Iyer & Leach, 2008 for 
an overview). We distinguish between positive and negative emotions and expect 
that self-categorization can influence whether threat stemming from social inequality is 
associated with stronger positive or negative emotions. Subsequently, different coping 
responses could become more likely. Positive emotions are more likely to explain 
coping responses that do not actively address social inequalities (e.g., social creativity 
and system justification), whereas negative emotions account for active coping 
responses (e.g., collective action). Negative emotions such as anger, for example, 
are likely to become stronger when one’s ingroup membership is salient, which has 
been shown to increase collective action (e.g., Van Zomeren et al., 2008) in turn. The 
role of emotions in employing other coping strategies —such as social creativity and 
system justification— has not been tested extensively. However, we think that the effect 
of self-categorization on emotions extends beyond interindividual- and intergroup 
contexts to the system level. 

THE CURRENT RESEARCH: 
SELF-CATEGORIZATION AS AN 
ANTECEDENT OF DIFFERENT 
COPING RESPONSES

The aim of the current research is to provide an integrative investigation of coping 
responses to social inequality, bridging between the different theoretical perspectives 
we laid out. We test whether and how the type of coping response depends on how 
people self-categorize (Turner, 1985). According to self-categorization (Turner, 1985) 
and self-construal theory (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), there are multiple ways in which 
a person can see her- or himself. For example, being a doctor, being American, being 
female, and many other categorizations can all be part of someone’s self-concept. 
How people categorize depends on how well a certain category “fits”, but also their 
“readiness” to adopt a certain self-category (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 
1994). As such, self-categorization of people can differ between situations, triggered 
by cues from the social context, and vary between people who seemingly fit the same 
category. 

Reynolds and colleagues (2013) have argued that self-categorization is the way 
to integrate different theoretical perspectives on social change and social stability. 
More specifically, they propose that self-categorization is the mechanism that allows 
for an understanding of attitudes and behaviors favoring the system and various 
group memberships as ego-justification: various group memberships all are part 
of the self-concept (Reynolds et al., 2013). However, this idea has not been tested 
empirically to our knowledge and with this study, we aim to fill this gap. 

We believe that the process of self-categorization is especially relevant to 
understand different coping responses to social inequality because social inequality 
consists of a multi-faceted societal issue that can be interpreted in multiple ways. It can 
be perceived as something that has strictly personal consequences —a worse personal 
economic situation for example. However, it can also be seen as an issue that affects 
groups in society differently, or that it is a problem of the system itself. We test the effect 
of individual-level, group-level, and system-level self-categorization in the context of 
the politicized issue of police violence against Black Americans. In the United States 
of America, due to racial bias among the police, unarmed Black Americans are 3.49 
times more likely to be shot by the police compared to unarmed White Americans 
(Ross, 2015). Several police shootings of Black Americans have sparked outrage over 
racial bias, as exemplified mainly in the “Black Lives Matter” movement (Rickford, 
2016). Expressions such as “All Lives Matter” or “Police Lives Matter” —appealing 
predominantly to White Americans— have been coined to deny the issue of prejudiced 
police violence and oppose the “Black Lives Matter” movement (Rickford, 2016). 

The context of racial bias in police violence provides an opportunity to shed 
light on how different kinds of coping strategies might play a role in a real-life issue 
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involving both high- and low-status groups. We expect that people’s coping responses 
depend on the way they self-categorize. If someone self-categorizes as a unique 
individual, individual coping strategies are more likely. Similarly, if someone self-cate-
gorizes as an ingroup member, we expect a preference for coping strategies favoring 
that ingroup. Finally, system level self-categorization we expect to be related to 
coping strategies in the interest of the system. On the group level of self-categorization, 
we differentiate between subordinate (i.e., ethnic ingroup) and superordinate (i.e., 
being American) levels (Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993). We 
explore whether these broader social categories —such as being American— differ 
from more narrow social categories (i.e., one’s ethnic ingroup) and the system level. 
Discriminatory police violence is a complex and severe societal issue, allowing us to 
study it as a threat to individuals, people’s ethnic ingroup, or as a societal issue for the 
American sociopolitical system. Moreover, we expected this real-life issue to evoke 
rather strong emotional reactions among the participants, making it possible to test the 
mediating effect of both positive and negative emotions.

METHOD
We conducted an online experiment using Qualtrics survey software, recruiting 

Black and White Americans through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. The study was 
approved by the Faculty Ethics Assessment Committee at Utrecht University, 
the Netherlands. We used a 5 (level of self-categorization) x 2 (ethnic group) 
between-subjects factorial design, with random assignment to a level of self-categori-
zation or the control group. All participants were presented with the same newspaper 
article making salient the threat of social inequality (see Appendix B for the full article). 
We checked whether our recruitment of participants belonging to the two ethnic 
groups was successful with a question about identification with one’s ethnic ingroup 
and the participants were rerouted to the version of the questionnaire that we adapted 
for their specific ethnic group.

SAMPLE AND READING CHECKS 
Based on a priori power analyses using G*Power software (Faul, Erdfelder, 

Lang, & Buchner, 2007), 237 participants would be required to detect a moderate 
effect size (f=0.25). However, without any previous indication for expected effect 
size, we aimed to recruit more participants. In total, 308 participants completed the 
questionnaire. However, 5 participants identified with a different ethnic ingroup than 
either Black or White American and were excluded from the analyses. Moreover, 
46 participants did not provide the correct answers to two reading checks of the 
newspaper article that induced the threat (see Appendix B). We present the analyses 

based on the 257 remaining participants.(2) 
In the final sample, 121 participants identified as Black Americans and 136 as 

White Americans. There were slightly more women than men in our sample and there 
was some variance both in terms of education level and social class (see Table 4.1). 
The participants on average were leaning politically left-wing (M = 3.17, SD = 1.65) 
and liberal (M = 3.15, SD = 1.73). Feelings of personal (M = 4.21, SD = 1.78) and 
especially group political efficacy (M = 5.07, SD = 1.61) were above the midpoint of 
the scale (= 4). 

 

2  A third reading check concerned the likelihood of discriminatory police violence in 
the future. Although this was mentioned in the newspaper article, both the number 
of correct answers (42.9%) and especially the distribution of the answers suggested 
that the participants gave their own opinion rather than repeating information 
from the newspaper article. Therefore, this question was not considered in omitting 
participants from the analysis. 
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TABLE 4.1 DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE (N=257)

M(Std. Dev.) N (%) Scale

Gender:

 Female  138 (53.7%)

 Male  117 (45.5%)

 Other  2 (0.8%)

Education level

 High School  34 (13.2%)

 Some College  90 (35.0%)

 Bachelor  114 (44.4%)

 Master  16 (6.2%)

 Doctoral  3 (1.2%)

Social class

 Lower   32 (12.5%)

 Working   91 (35.4%)

 Lower Middle 104 (40.5%)

 Upper Middle   30 (11.7%)

Political 
Ideology

1=left/
liberal-7=right/
conservative

Left/right 
self-placement 3.17 (1.65)
Liberal/
conservative 3.15 (1.73)

Efficacy 1=low-7=high 

Personal 4.21 (1.78)

Group 5.07 (1.61)

MANIPULATION OF SELF-CATEGORIZATION 
The background questions at the start of the questionnaire contained a question 

about ethnic identification. Therefore, we asked the participants to complete a 
filler task to decrease the likelihood that the background questions influenced the 
subsequent manipulation of self-categorization. For the filler task, the participants 
were asked to identify and mark the differences between two pictures in 45 seconds. 
For the subsequent manipulation, we draw on the literature on self-categorization 
(Turner, 1984) and self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). We asked people to 
think of themselves as a unique individual, as a member of their ethnic ingroup, as an 
American, or to think about how they see the United States nowadays, corresponding 

to our different levels of self-categorization. Subsequently, they were asked to write 
down four characteristics of the level of self-categorization that they were asked to 
think about. We asked participants to write down two positive and two negative 
characteristics in order to prevent affirmation or negation in the process of self-catego-
rization (see Appendix B for the complete manipulation). The control group received 
no categorization instructions and were not asked to write down any characteristics 
before being redirected to the next part of the questionnaire. 

INDUCTION OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY THREAT 
After the self-categorization manipulation, all participants were asked to read 

the same newspaper article that contained the induction of threat stemming from 
social inequality. We instructed the participants to take their time and mentioned that 
they would be asked about it later on in the study to encourage careful reading. The 
newspaper article was adapted from an article in the Washington Post and made 
explicit the persistently different treatment of Black Americans and White Americans by 
the police (see Appendix B). Before running the experiment, we conducted a pilot test 
(N=60, divided between Black (N=29) and White Americans (N=30), one indicated 
“other”) using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to test the extent to which the information in 
the newspaper was seen as threatening to individuals, one’s Black or White American 
ingroup, or the American system (7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1, ‘not threatened 
at all’ to 7, ‘extremely threatened’). We wanted to make sure that anti-Black police 
violence was indeed perceived as an issue that is representative of systemic intergroup 
inequality. Therefore, we expected that for White Americans, the issue would not be 
seen as affecting themselves or their ingroup, whereas it could be seen as a problem 
of the American system. For Black Americans, we expected the information to be 
threatening on all three dimensions. 

We conducted ANOVAs with between-subjects tests for ethnicity, and within-sub-
jects tests for the type of threat. As expected, the information was perceived to be more 
threatening for oneself and for the ingroup for Black Americans (M = 4.69, SD = 2.25; 
M = 5.10, SD = 2.18 respectively) compared to White Americans where the mean 
scores were below the midpoint of the scale (M = 2.00, SD = 1.26; M = 2.13, SD = 
1.43 respectively; tests of difference: SE = 0.47, p = <0.001; SE = 0.48  p<0.001). 
The difference in experienced system threat between Black Americans (M = 4.76, 
SD =1.92) and White Americans (M = 3.83, SD = 1.70) was smaller (SE = 0.47, p = 
0.06). The within-subject contrast showed that for Black Americans, only the difference 
between ingroup threat and individual threat was significant (SE = 0.15, p = 0.01) but 
both did not differ from system threat. For White Americans, system threat was higher 
than both individual threat (SE = 0.37, p <0.001) and group threat (SE = 0.36, p 
<0.001) but the latter two did not differ. Ideally, the newspaper article would induce 
all three kinds of threat for Black Americans, and system threat for White Americans. 
Whereas the results of pilot generally showed this pattern, the group threat was more 
relevant than the other threats for Black Americans, and the general threat levels were 
quite low. Therefore, we increased the threat in the newspaper article by inflating the 
likelihood of Black Americans being shot and killed by the police compared to White 
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Americans for the final version of the induction of threat. We also tried to place less 
emphasis on the group differences in threat of discriminatory police violence, although 
the story inherently concerns group differences in police treatment. 

DEPENDENT VARIABLES 
The dependent measures encompass individual, group-based, and system-level 

coping strategies. Considering that one coping strategy —whichever one was 
presented first— could suffice in reducing the experienced threat, we presented the 
different measures in randomly ordered blocks of questions (see Appendix B for all the 
dependent variables).

INDIVIDUAL COPING 
On a 7-point Likert scale, we measured (dis)agreement with five statements 

representing individual coping strategies in response to discriminatory police violence 
(e.g., ‘I think I am personally not at risk of becoming a victim of police violence’) or 
distancing from one’s ethnic ingroup (e.g., ‘I have very little in common with most other 
people of the same ethnic background’). The five items did not load clearly on either 
one or two factors and are therefore considered individually in the analyses. 

COLLECTIVE ACTION INTENTIONS
 In order to assess participants’ intentions to engage in group-based collective 

action, we asked them to rate on a 7-point Likert scale how likely it was that they 
would support a street demonstration or sign a petition against police violence 
targeting Black Americans, sign a petition to urge police departments to become 
more ethnically diverse, contact a politician to express concerns about police violence 
targeting Black Americans, and post or share messages online to express concerns 
about it. The items together formed a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93), loading 
on one factor.

SOCIAL CREATIVITY 
We adapted the measures from Blanz et al., (1998) to measure several forms 

of social creativity on a 7-point Likert scale. To assess reappropriation of a negative 
stigma we asked for agreement with the slogan ‘Black Lives Matter’ but also its 
controversial response ‘All Lives Matter’. We also asked respondents whether they 
thought that police behavior against Black Americans was better or worse now 
compared to a few years and a few decades ago (i.e., temporal comparison), whether 
it was better or worse than other countries (i.e., downward comparison), and to what 
extent it is a problem in America (i.e., downplaying the importance). The latter two 
were reverse coded, so that a higher score meant stronger downward comparison or 
downplaying the importance.  

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION 
We used five items from the general system justification scale (Kay & Jost, 2003) 

and specified that it pertained to the United States of America (e.g., ‘In general, I 
find American society to be fair’) and police violence (e.g., ‘In general, everyone 
is treated fairly by the police in the United States’). Three items in the Kay and Jost 
(2003) scale that pertained specifically to policies, American society getting worse, 
or —conversely— being the best place in the world were not included. The five items 
formed a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.89), with all items loading on one factor.

ASSIGNING BLAME 
We asked the participants to rate on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent 

individual people, White Americans, Black Americans, American society, or the police 
were to blame for racism in American society.  

MEDIATING VARIABLES 
Emotions were measured immediately after participants read the newspaper 

article to capture the initial emotional response. Participants were asked on a scale 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) to what extent they experienced anger, fear, pride, 
hope, and shame with regards to both the police and White Americans. 

BACKGROUND VARIABLES 
Before the manipulation, we asked participants to indicate their gender, age, 

country of birth, education level, religious affiliation, ethnicity, social class, and 
political ideology (left-right and liberal-conservative). After all the questions measuring 
the dependent variables were completed, the participants were asked to indicate their 
individual and group political efficacy, their ethnic identification (using a single item 
measure; Postmes, Haslam, & Jans, 2013), and the strength of their ties with the ethnic 
ingroup.
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RESULTS
MANIPULATION CHECK

We expected the different coping strategies to be dependent on how people 
self-categorize, but this meant that a manipulation check of self-categorization 
would be biased depending on the coping strategies that people employed. For 
example, if participants would disidentify from their ingroup to counter threat, 
post-hoc measurement of self-categorization would be skewed by this process of 
disidentificaton. Therefore, we could only estimate the validity of our manipulation 
by assessing the characteristics and explanations that the participants provided in 
describing themselves, their ethnic ingroup, the superordinate group, or the system. 
For each answer, the first author and a research assistant unfamiliar with the goal or 
procedure of the study independently rated whether the characteristic and description 
were positive, negative, or neutral. The intercoder reliability between the two raters 
was almost perfect (k = 0.98, (95% CI, 0.97-0.99), p <0.001). In general, participants 
followed the instructions with only 14 not providing two positive and two negative 
characteristics(3). Five of the participants not following the instructions correctly 
were Black American participants in the ethnic ingroup condition did not follow the 
instructions as we intended them, all providing too many positive characteristics. In 
this condition, four participants provided exclusively positive characteristics, and one 
participant provided three instead of two positive characteristics. Additionally, four 
Black Americans in the system condition provided solely positive (N=2) or solely nega-
tive (N=2) characteristics. The other five participants who did not follow the instructions 
were single individuals per condition. 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS: 
ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 
THE DEPENDENT VARIABLES

Before turning to the effects of self-categorization, we examine how the different 
dependent variables are related to each other (see Table 4.2)(4). The various individual 
mobility coping strategies were only very weakly associated with collective action 
intentions (except for not personally feeling at risk), whereas all the individual mobility 
strategies were positively related to system justification —indicating that individual- and 
system-level coping responses are not entirely unrelated. Support for the slogan “Black 

3  None of these 14 participants were omitted from the analyses, but the potential 
influence on the findings is discussed below 

4  The patterns for the correlations were similar in each of the levels of the manipulation

Lives Matter” was positively correlated with collective action intentions (r = 0.55, p 
<0.001) and negatively related to system justification (r = -0.45, p <0.001). Support 
for “All Lives Matter” showed the opposite pattern, relating negatively to collective 
action intentions (r = -0.26, p <0.001) and positively to system justification (r = 0.33, 
p <0.001). This pattern suggests that “Black Lives Matter” is mainly interpreted as 
the social movement that fights institutional racism within the American police, rather 
than solely a social creativity strategy. All other measures of social creativity were 
positively related to system justification, suggesting that both capture a similar process 
of rationalizing existing status relations. Conversely, they were negatively related 
to collective action intentions. In line with earlier research (Jost, Chaikalis-Petritsis, 
Abrams, Sidanius, Van der Toorn, & Bratt, 2012), there was also a negative relation 
between system justification and collective action intentions (r = -0.39, p <0.001). 
Finally, collective action intentions were positively associated with blaming the police 
(r = 0.39, p <0.001) or American society (r = 0.39, p <0.001) for discriminatory 
police violence, whereas both were negatively related to system justification (r = -0.37, 
p <0.01 and r = -0.42, p <0.001, respectively), in line with earlier findings and theory.
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TABLE 4.2 CORRELATIONS BETWEEN THE 
DIFFERENT DEPENDENT VARIABLES. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

1.  System 
Justification

2. Collective Action -0.39***

3.  Ind. Mobility 1: 
no personal risk  0.33*** -0.26***

4.  Ind. Mobility 
2: no member  0.24*** -0.05  0.38***

5.  Ind. Mobility 3: 
opportunities  0.44*** -0.08  0.43***  0.36***

6.   Ind. Mobility 4: 
disidentification  0.17** -0.09  0.17**  0.33***  0.14*

7.  Ind. Mobility 5: 
I lower risks  0.05 -0.00 -0.05 -0.15*  0.04  0.02

8.  Black Lives 
Matter -0.45***  0.55*** -0.37*** -0.10 -0.15* -0.11 -0.08

9. All Lives Matter  0.33*** -0.26***  0.19**  0.04  0.20** -0.06 0.09 -0.18**

10.  Time 
Comparison 
1 (years)  0.32*** -0.22***  0.37***  0.17**  0.20**  0.10 -0.05 -0.35***  0.17**

11.  Time 
Comparison 
2 (decades)  0.28*** -0.25***  0.33***  0.11  0.19**  0.20** -0.08 -0.30***  0.10  0.60***

12.  Downward 
Comparison  0.20** -0.21***  0.18** -0.01  0.05 -0.00 -0.21*** -0.22***  0.16*  0.05  0.13*

13.  Downplaying 
importance  0.66* -0.56***  0.39***  0.18**  0.17**  0.13* -0.04 -0.62***  0.26***  0.38***  0.37*** -0.34***

14.  Blame: 
Individuals  0.25*** -0.16**  0.22***  0.17**  0.16*  0.18** 0.00 -0.19**  0.18**  0.14*  0.17** -0.13* -0.21***

15.  Blame:  
White Americans -0.47***  0.45*** -0.28*** -0.14* -0.19** -0.04 0.10  0.45*** -0.23*** -0.21*** -0.29***  0.26***  0.61*** -0.14*

16.  Blame:  
Black Americans  0.34*** -0.28***  0.27***  0.08  0.15*  0.15* 0.11 -0.35***  0.32***  0.24***  0.13* -0.13* -0.36***  0.29*** -0.01

17.  Blame: Society -0.42***  0.39*** -0.19** -0.09 -0.11 -0.15* 0.03  0.36** -0.09 -0.15* -0.16*  0.10  0.58*** -0.19**  0.49*** -0.01

18.  Blame: the Police -0.37***  0.39*** -0.26*** -0.08 -0.13*  0.06 0.13*  0.36*** -0.23*** -0.21*** -0.27***  0.27***  0.52*** -0.01  0.63*** -0.01  0.45***

NOTES: * <0.05, ** <0.01 *** <0.001
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
BLACK AND WHITE 
AMERICANS

We expected that the experience and subsequent coping responses to discrimi-
natory police violence would be markedly different for Black and White Americans. 
The differences in means for all but one of the dependent variables corroborate this 
idea (see Table 4.3). Black Americans justified the system less than White Americans 
and scored lower on the individual coping strategies (except for being at lower risk 
personally), but were more likely to engage in collective action —together indicating 
the salience of their ethnic ingroup on this issue. On the different social creativity 
measures, we found that White Americans thought, to a greater extent than Black 
Americans, that the police in America are discriminating less compared to several 
years ago and several decades ago and that prejudiced police behavior is less of 
a problem. Whereas Black Americans mostly blame American society and White 
Americans, White Americans mostly blame individuals and American society for 
discriminatory police behavior. Because of these differences, we report our findings on 
the effects of self-categorization separately for Black and White Americans.  

TABLE 4.3  TEST OF MEAN DIFFERENCES IN COPING 
RESPONSES BETWEEN BLACK AND WHITE AMERICANS 

Black 
Americans 
(n=121)

White 
Americans 
(n=136) Test of difference: 

M (Std. dev.) M (Std. dev.) t p

System justification 2.70 (1.22) 3.41 (1.50) -4.17 <0.001
Collective action 4.46 (1.86) 3.44 (2.10) 4.08 <0.001

Ind Mob 1: 
not at risk 2.89 (1.90) 5.18 (1.81) -9.91 <0.001

Ind Mob 2: not part 
of ethnic group 1.76 (1.48) 3.97 (2.09) -9.66 <0.001

Ind Mob 3: personal 
opportunities 3.40 (1.88) 4.58 (1.67) -5.32 <0.001

Ind Mob 4: little 
in common with 
ethnic group 2.55 (1.61) 3.11 (1.50) -2.90   0.004

Black 
Americans 
(n=121)

White 
Americans 
(n=136) Test of difference: 

M (Std. dev.) M (Std. dev.) t p

Ind Mob 5: lower 
risks myself 5.40 (1.67) 4.70 (1.79) 3.22   0.001
Social creativity
Black Lives Matter 6.01 (1.80) 4.82 (2.38) 4.46 <0.001
All Lives Matter 4.25 (2.44) 4.63 (2.35) -1.26   0.21
Time Comparisons
Years ago 3.11 (1.41) 3.80 (1.19) -4.27 <0.001
Decades ago 3.84 (1.70) 4.54 (1.69) -3.30   0.001
Downward 
comparison 3.48 (1.37) 3.81 (1.52) -1.82   0.07

Downplaying 
importance 1.74 (1.16) 2.79 (1.81) -5.46 <0.001

Blame
Individuals 4.02 (2.07) 4.78 (1.74) -3.21   0.002
White Americans 4.96 (1.88) 3.99 (1.91) 4.08 <0.001
Black Americans 2.25 (1.49) 2.83 (1.68) -2.88   0.004
American society 5.50 (1.85) 4.82 (1.85) 2.90   0.004
The police 4.05 (1.65) 3.51 (1.76) 2.50   0.01

MAIN ANALYSIS: 
TESTING THE EFFECT OF 
SELF-CATEGORIZATION

We conducted one-way ANOVAs separately for Black American and White 
American participants to test whether self-categorization influenced the different 
coping responses to social inequality. Subsequently, we contrasted the levels of 
self-categorization in order to assess whether individual, group, or system-level 
salience is associated with coping preferences. 

INDIVIDUAL COPING RESPONSES 
Only for one of the five individual coping measures —personally getting oppor-

tunities to be successful in life— there was a main effect of self-categorization among 
Black Americans (F(4, 116) =2.46, p = 0.049). This effect was driven by the difference 
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that ingroup salience would increase motivation to engage in actions that benefit the 
ingroup.

SOCIAL CREATIVITY 
There was no effect of self-categorization on support for the slogan Black Lives 

matter for either ethnic group, perhaps unsurprisingly considering that it seemed to 
be interpreted mostly as support for this social movement. Regarding the controversial 
reaction to Black Lives matter, All Lives matter, we did observe a significant main effect 
of our manipulation among Black Americans however (F(4, 116) = 2.78, p = 0.030). 
The contrasts reveal that the main effect among Black Americans stems from individ-
ual-level salience vis-à-vis superordinate group (mean difference: 2.16, t = -3.03, p 
= 0.003) and system-level salience (mean difference: 1.53, t = -2.38, p = 0.018; see 
Figure 4.2), rather than differences between the latter two (mean difference: 0.26, 
t = -0.39, p = 0.699). Priming one’s unique individuality is associated with stronger 
support for All Lives Matter. For White Americans, there was no significant main effect 
for the All Lives Matter slogan (F(4, 131) = 2.04, p = 0.093).
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FIGURE 4.2: CONTRASTS FOR SOCIAL CREATIVITY, ALL LIVES MATTER.

 
We observed no main effects of self-categorization on any of the other social 

creativity measures (time comparisons, downward comparison, or downplaying the 
importance of discriminatory police violence) among both ethnic groups. The specific 
contrasts, however, showed that for Black Americans, salience of the ethnic ingroup 
compared to system salience was associated with a more positive assessment of police 
behavior now compared to several decades ago (See Figure 4.3; Mean difference: 
1.07, t = -2.20, p = 0.029). This finding suggests that, as expected, ingroup salience 
led to this type of social creativity as a group-based strategy. For White Americans, 
the contrast between the subordinate group and the control condition was significant 

between ethnic ingroup and the superordinate group level of being American (mean 
difference: 1.55, t = -2.81, p = 0.005), as well the difference between ethnic ingroup 
and the system level (mean difference: 1.13, t = -2.24, p = 0.026). Additionally, the 
contrast between being American and being a unique individual (mean difference: 
1.16, t = -2.17, p = 0.031) and the difference between control and ethnic ingroup level 
were significant (mean difference: 1.06, t = -2.10, p = 0.037). Self-categorization as 
ethnic ingroup here increases the feeling of getting all the opportunities to succeed in 
life (an individual coping response), contrary to our expectation that ingroup salience 
would lead to a stronger preference for group-based coping strategies (see Figure 
4.1). For this coping strategy, the contrasts between the superordinate group and 
system salience were similar in direction and effect, suggesting that being American or 
being reminded of the American system were seen as similar. 
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FIGURE 4.1: CONTRASTS FOR INDIVIDUAL COPING, GETTING 
OPPORTUNITIES TO SUCCEED IN LIFE.

 
Except for a marginally significant effect among White Americans distancing 

oneself from the ethnic ingroup (F(4,131) = 2.21, p = 0.072), we did not find any 
indications that individual coping strategies depended systematically on how people 
self-categorize. 

COLLECTIVE ACTION INTENTIONS 
Self-categorization did not significantly influence intentions for collective action 

aimed at reducing discriminatory police behavior (Black Americans: F(4,116) = 0.92, 
p = 0.457; White Americans: F(4,135) = 0.20, p = 0.937). The specific contrasts 
between ethnic group and system levels of self-categorization did not reveal any 
significant differences in collective action intentions either, despite our expectation 
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(mean difference: 1.04, t = 2.25, p = 0.025), suggesting that awareness of one’s 
White American ethnic identification might lead to a more negative view on police 
behavior nowadays compared to several decades ago. 
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FIGURE 4.3: CONTRASTS FOR SOCIAL CREATIVITY, TIME COMPARISON.

 

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION 
We found no significant difference in system justification beliefs for both Black 

(F(4,116) = 1.43, p = 0.228) and White Americans (F(4,131) = 1.07, p = 0.376) 
depending on how they self-categorized. None of the contrasts revealed any 
systematic differences between the separate levels of self-categorization either among 
Black or White American participants. 

ASSIGNING BLAME 
For both Black and White Americans, the likelihood of blaming individuals, 

American society, or the police for discriminatory police behavior did not depend 
on their level of self-categorization. However, we found significant main effects 
for Black Americans blaming White Americans (F(4,116) = 2.88, p = 0.026) and 
White Americans blaming Black Americans (F(4,131) = 2.51, p = 0.045). When the 
ingroup was salient, Black Americans were less likely to blame White Americans for 
discriminatory police violence than when the system was salient (mean difference: 
1.60, t = 2.96, p = 0.003; see Figure 4.4). The difference between the ingroup and 
control condition was significant as well (mean difference: 1.27, t = 2.36, p=0.019), 
suggesting that ingroup salience drives the main effect rather than system salience, 

which is not significantly different from the control group (mean difference: 0.32, t = 
-0.64, p = 0.520). Additionally, the difference between system and individual salience 
was significant (mean difference: 1.08, t=-2.11, p = 0.036). Whereas we expected that 
ingroup salience for Black Americans might lead to increased blame of the outgroup 
of White Americans to serve the ingroup’s interest, we observed the opposite pattern.   
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FIGURE 4.4: CONTRASTS FOR BLAMING WHITE AMERICANS FOR POLICE VIOLENCE.

The main effect for White Americans blaming Black Americans stems mainly from 
the individual level of self-categorization (see Figure 4.5) which led participants to 
blame Black Americans less compared to the control condition (mean difference: 1.27, 
t = 2.92, p = 0.004), subordinate group membership (mean difference: 1.18, t = 2.77, 
p = 0.006), and superordinate group membership (mean difference: 0.88, t = 2.14, p 
= 0.033). Blaming Black Americans for prejudiced police violence was reduced when 
White Americans self-categorized as unique individuals, which to some extent goes 
against our expectation that individual self-categorization would lead to self-serving 
coping strategies where blame would be placed on anyone but oneself.  
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FIGURE 4.5: CONTRASTS FOR BLAMING BLACK AMERICANS FOR POLICE VIOLENCE.

Although we did not observe a main effect of self-categorization on blaming 
the police for discriminatory violence, contrasting between ingroup and system level 
salience revealed that Black Americans were less likely to blame the police when the 
ingroup was salient compared to the control group (mean difference: 1.06, t = 2.15, 
p = 0.033). This pattern of ingroup salience leading to less blaming of the perpetrator 
seems to mirror that of Black Americans blaming White Americans less. The contrasts 
between group and system levels, and system level and the control group were not 
significant, suggesting that ingroup salience is related to the decrease in blaming the 
police (see Figure 4.6). 
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FIGURE 4.6: CONTRASTS FOR BLAMING THE POLICE FOR DISCRIMINATORY VIOLENCE.

THE ROLE OF EMOTIONS 
IN COPING RESPONSES

We expected that different emotions would mediate the effect of self-categori-
zation on different coping strategies. However, not only did we not observe a clear 
pattern in the relation between self-categorization and the coping strategies, the 
manipulation of self-categorization also did not produce clear effects on emotions 
towards the police or White Americans. We note one main effect of self-categorization 
on fear of the police among Black Americans (F(4,116) = 3.85, p = 0.006). Contrasts 
reveal that compared to the control group, especially ethnic ingroup salience (mean 
difference: 1.89, t = 3.32, p = 0.001), but also individual-level salience (mean differ-
ence: 1.13, t = 2.08, p = 0.039), and system level salience (mean difference: 1.29, t 
= 2.44, p = 0.015) decreased fear of the police. The strength of all other emotions we 
measured did not depend on how people self-categorized. Therefore, there was no 
indication of a mediating effect of emotions and we will explore the role of emotions in 
coping with social inequality independently from self-categorization. 

Not surprisingly, Black Americans indicated experiencing more anger, fear, and 
shame in relation to the police compared to White Americans (see Table 4.4). The level 
of pride with the police is low among both groups but lowest among Black Americans. 
Both ethnic groups do not differ with regard to hope for better police behavior in the 
future. The pattern for emotions towards White Americans is similar but with smaller 
differences between Black and White Americans and given the police behavior as the 
main source of threat in this study, we restrict our exploration of the role of emotions to 
emotions towards the police. 
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TABLE 4.4 EMOTIONS TOWARDS THE POLICE AND WHITE 
AMERICANS AMONG BLACK AND WHITE AMERICANS

Black Americans 
(n=121)

White Americans 
(n=136) Test of Difference: 

M (Std. dev.) M (Std. dev.) T p

Emotions towards 
the police
  Anger 5.38 (1.79) 4.31 (2.15)  4.28 <0.001
  Fear 4.74 (2.12) 3.46 (1.92)  5.12 <0.001
  Pride 1.86 (1.35) 2.67 (1.87) -3.94 <0.001
  Hope 5.35 (2.11) 5.32 (1.78)  0.10   0.923
  Shame 5.24 (2.04) 4.59 (2.03)  2.57   0.011

Emotions towards 
White Americans
  Anger 4.02 (1.95) 3.37 (2.10)  2.59   0.010
  Fear 2.89 (1.74) 2.20 (1.62)  3.32   0.001
  Pride 1.89 (1.39) 2.70 (1.77) -4.02 <0.001
  Hope 5.33 (1.95) 5.32 (1.79)  0.03   0.976
  Shame 4.94 (2.09) 4.41 (2.20)  1.98   0.049

How did participants’ emotions towards the police relate to the different forms of 
coping with threat? In line with the literature on system justification and emotions (Jost 
et al., 2008), negative emotions such as anger related negatively to system justification 
(see Table 4.5). Our findings showed that this extended to other negative emotions 
such as fear and shame for police behavior as well. Pride on the other hand related 
positively to system justification, similar to hope among Black but not White Americans. 

More anger, fear, and shame were related to increased intentions to engage in 
collective action to combat discriminatory police behavior (see Table 4.5). Especially 
anger is a known motivating factor in collective action (e.g., Van Zomeren et al., 
2018), whereas the positive relation between fear and shame with collective action 
intentions is more surprising. The association between hope and collective action inten-
tions was very weak, and pride with police behavior was related to lower intentions to 
participate in collective action only among White Americans (see Table 4.5). 
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TABLE 4.5 CORRELATIONS BETWEEN COPING STRATEGIES 
AND EMOTIONS TOWARDS THE POLICE

  Anger Fear Pride Hope Shame

Black 
Americans

White 
Americans

Black 
Americans

White 
Americans

Black 
Americans

White 
Americans

Black 
Americans

White 
Americans

Black 
Americans

White 
Americans

System Justification -0.38 -0.55 -0.34 -0.46  0.41  0.56  0.23 -0.12 -0.23 -0.49

Collective Action  0.42  0.69  0.40  0.52 -0.12 -0.48  0.03  0.12  0.39  0.58
Ind. Mobility 1: no 
personal risk -0.34 -0.26 -0.31 -0.33  0.29  0.18  0.14  0.16 -0.18 -0.19
Ind. Mobility 2: not 
group member -0.36  0.18 -0.21  0.10  0.24 -0.13  0.10  0.16 -0.23  0.07
Ind. Mobility 3: 
opportunities -0.19 -0.05 -0.32  0.12  0.19 -0.04  0.32 -0.06 -0.11  0.08
Ind. Mobility 4: 
disidentification -0.33  0.13 -0.24  0.19*  0.19 -0.01  0.19  0.16 -0.36  0.14

Ind. Mobility 5: I lower risks  0.24 -0.14  0.16  0.02  0.03  0.17  0.21  0.15 -0.02 -0.02

Black Lives Matter  0.36  0.59  0.28  0.47 -0.26 -0.55 -0.04 -0.01  0.34  0.52

All Lives Matter -0.01 -0.35 -0.11 -0.33 -0.08  0.33  0.26  0.24  0.10 -0.24

Time Comparison 1 (years) -0.23 -0.32 -0.23 -0.26  0.15  0.28  0.24 -0.05 -0.26 -0.26
Time Comparison 
2 (decades) -0.20 -0.36 -0.19 -0.29  0.13  0.31  0.13 -0.03 -0.25 -0.36

Downward Comparison -0.25 -0.29 -0.23 -0.37  0.28  0.37 -0.06 -0.07  0.01 -0.31

Downplaying -0.53 -0.71 -0.39 -0.57  0.44  0.65  0.09 -0.13 -0.37 -0.70

Blame: Individuals -0.18 -0.15 -0.03 -0.18  0.07  0.24  0.00  0.08 -0.04 -0.14

Blame: White Americans  0.34  0.55  0.22  0.39 -0.35 -0.45 -0.02  0.06  0.21  0.51

Blame: Black Americans -0.11 -0.27 -0.15 -0.09  0.24  0.50  0.06  0.04 -0.19 -0.19

Blame Society  0.25  0.46  0.21  0.34 -0.21 -0.38 -0.02  0.16  0.36  0.45

Blame the Police  0.45  0.58  0.28  0.58 -0.25 -0.43 -0.20  0.00  0.11  0.57

NOTE: SIGNIFICANCE LEVELS ARE NOT CONSIDERED MEANINGFUL GIVEN THE 
NUMBER OF SIMULTANEOUS BIVARIATE TESTS, AND ARE THEREFORE NOT REPORTED
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 The findings provide a first exploration of how different social creativity 
strategies are associated with different emotions. Both Black and White Americans 
who were more angry, fearful, or shameful of discriminatory police were less likely 
to engage in social creativity. They assessed discriminatory police behavior as a big 
problem for society instead of downplaying it, saw it as worse now compared to a 
few years or decades ago and compared to other countries, and were more likely 
to support Black Lives Matter. People who were prouder of the police showed the 
opposite patterns for these strategies. All of these relations suggest that people did 
not use social creativity strategies when they experienced negative emotions as a 
result of threat. Support for the slogan All Lives Matter showed a less straightforward 
relation with the different emotions towards the police. White Americans (but not Black 
Americans) who were more angry, fearful, shameful, or less proud of the police were 
less supportive of All Lives Matter. Hope for better police behavior in the future was 
related to more support for All Lives Matter for both Black and White Americans. 

White Americans, American society, and the police were blamed for discrimina-
tory behavior of the police when participants were more angry, fearful, shameful, and 
less proud. It is noteworthy that these relations were stronger for White Americans than 
they were for Black Americans. Blaming Black Americans was less strongly related to 
the different emotions, with the exception that both Black and White Americans who 
were prouder of the police were more likely to blame Black Americans. Assigning 
blame to individuals was generally not related to the different emotions towards the 
police. 

In general, hope showed weaker relations with all the dependent measures 
except for support for support for All Lives Matter. Interestingly, there were differences 
between Black Americans and White Americans with regards to the relation between 
hope of less discriminatory police behavior and some of the coping strategies. 
Increased hope is related to more system justification but only for Black Americans, 
as well as less blaming of the police and perceiving the police behavior now as 
better than a few years ago. Individually, Black but not White Americans perceived 
more opportunities to be successful in life when they had more hope for better police 
behavior in the future. 

DISCUSSION
Social inequality is a multi-faceted issue for society. It can consist of differences 

in resources, opportunities, and status between individuals and different groups in 
society, and has been shown to negatively affect the functioning of society (e.g., 
Wilkinson, 2002). To better understand how people cope with social inequality 
and work towards theoretical integration, we tested the role of self-categorization 
(following Reynolds et al., 2013). We expected that salience of individuality, ethnic 
ingroup membership, being American, or the sociopolitical system would lead to 
coping responses corresponding to the interests of each of these levels. However, we 
did not find conclusive evidence to support this hypothesis based on how both Black 

and White Americans cope with threat stemming from discriminatory police violence in 
the United States of America. 

Based on post-hoc contrasts between the different conditions, we found support 
for an empowering effect of ethnic ingroup salience for Black Americans, who 
subsequently blamed the police and White Americans less, judged police violence 
to be better compared to several decades ago, and indicated higher chances of 
getting opportunities at wealth and happiness in life. Given the consistent direction 
of the effect of ethnic ingroup salience for Black Americans, we argue that these 
are not simply Type 1 errors. Nonetheless, several issues in our approach have to 
be addressed in future research before any firm conclusions can be drawn about 
the role of self-categorization in how people cope with social inequality. How 
do we interpret the findings of the current research? The most consistent finding of 
empowerment of Black Americans following ethnic ingroup salience is contrary to 
what we expected. We expected ingroup salience among Black Americans to lead to 
increased experience of threat when reading information about discriminatory police 
violence, resulting in group-based strategies to cope with this threat. However, the 
findings suggest that the empowering effect of ingroup salience itself seemed to buffer 
against threatening information. Part of this effect could be explained by a number of 
participants in this condition using more positive characteristics to describe the ingroup, 
meaning that our manipulation had an empowering effect rather than only influencing 
self-categorization. However, it has been shown before that ingroup identification 
itself is not always associated with collective efforts for social change. Van Zomeren, 
Susilani, and Berend (2016) show that identification with a group sometimes constitutes 
a form of (relational) coping in itself: the social relationships themselves provide a way 
to cope with disadvantage. 

Our exploration of the role that emotions can play in coping responses to social 
inequality looks promising, showing that negative emotions —mainly anger and fear— 
are consistently associated with active coping strategies, whereas positive emotions 
—hope and pride— are associated with different types of rationalizations of threat. 
Whereas these findings are in line with earlier research on collective action (e.g., Van 
Zomeren et al., 2008) and system justification (Jost et al., 2008), they signal that social 
creativity strategies are marked by similar emotions as system justification. Although 
more research is needed, these relations between emotions and various social 
creativity strategies fit with emotion-focused coping with disadvantage (Van Zomeren 
et al., 2012). Moreover, it shows that emotion-focused coping cannot only consist of 
anger-driven collective action (Van Zomeren et al., 2012), but also on regulating one’s 
emotions through social creativity. 
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS 
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

MANIPULATING SELF-CATEGORIZATION 
Assessing whether the lack of a clear pattern in the effects of self-categorization 

implies that self-categorization has little influence on coping strategies, depends 
mostly on whether our manipulation of self-categorization was successful. The main 
difficulty in the current research design is that a manipulation check of how people 
self-categorize could be considered a coping strategy in itself —for example the 
coping strategy of distancing oneself from the ethnic ingroup changes self-categori-
zation directly— making it impossible to observe changes in the coping strategies of 
interest. Therefore, future research should focus on establishing a robust manipulation 
of self-categorization first, before testing the effects on different coping strategies. 
Additionally, the current manipulation is cognitively fairly demanding, and perhaps 
more subtle ways of making salient different types of self-categorization can better 
capture how this process works in day-to-day situations. 

INDUCING SOCIAL INEQUALITY THREAT 
A second limitation of our current design is the type of social inequality we 

presented to the participants. Based on the pilot study we conducted, the issue of 
discriminatory police violence was seen by Black Americans as an individual, ingroup, 
and system threat, as we intended. However, as an example of intergroup inequality, 
the group-based aspect of prejudiced police violence was most pronounced which 
might have affected self-categorization. Group-based coping responses might 
therefore have been the baseline response, whereas individual or system coping 
strategies might have been considered less often. Moreover, the issue of police 
violence in the United States of America is highly politicized and covered widely in 
the media in recent years, making it more likely that people have fairly stable opinions 
about it. Together, preferences for certain coping responses might to some extent 
be pre-determined rather than dependent on self-categorization. To firmly establish 
possible effects of self-categorization, different forms of social inequality in different 
contexts have to be used in future studies. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
It is clear that several shortcomings in the current research have to be addressed 

before any firm conclusions about the role of self-categorization in coping with 
social inequality can be drawn. Nonetheless, we deem these efforts worthwhile both 
for theory-building and to better understand why inequality in society is sometimes 
rationalized instead of motivating people to engage in political action. The process of 
differential self-categorization of people can potentially form the bridging mechanism 
between different theoretical perspectives that mostly have been studied independently 

from one another (e.g., Reynolds et al., 2013). One difficulty that should be addressed 
in examining the integrating role of self-categorization is that it is inherently associated 
with the principles of social identity theory. This means that different types of self-cat-
egorization consist of identification with certain categories. For more generic theories 
about human motivations, in this case system justification theory, motivations outside of 
individual and group-based motivations are more difficult to capture. 

Practically, understanding the effects of self-categorization on how people cope 
with social inequality is important for developing interventions to reduce social 
inequalities. In the current research, the issue of discriminatory police violence is 
inherently a group-based issue, highlighting how membership of a certain ethnic 
group can increase the risk of becoming a victim of police violence. However, many 
of the challenges of societies nowadays can be actively framed in a certain way by 
powerholders, or interpreted differently by citizens. For example, climate change can 
be seen, or actively framed, as a general societal issue, an issue that is more pertinent 
for some groups in society than others, or as something that everyone individually 
contributes to. If indeed these differences are accompanied by different coping 
responses, social movements or politicians might stress the group-based differences in 
societal issues to motivate people to act collectively. We think that this research on the 
role of self-categorization in how people cope with social inequality can provide the 
starting point of more efforts to better understand why people opt for different coping 
responses to various social issues. 
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ABSTRACT
The main purpose of any social movement organization is to achieve the goals 

of its followers. Little is known, however, about what type of goals disadvantaged 
group members strive to reach and which of those may motivate them to join a social 
movement organization. Using a door-to-door survey (N = 351), we investigated the 
mobilizing effects of goals among inhabitants of the North of the Netherlands that 
are adversely affected by gas-extraction induced earthquakes. We distinguished 
between collective (e.g., reduce gas extraction) versus individual goals (e.g., financial 
compensation), and outcome versus means goals (e.g., influence policy-makers). 
Moreover, we examined how perceptions of shared opinions with other affected 
citizens versus with people who are not negatively affected by gas extraction motivate 
the inhabitants to join a movement and attach importance to different goals. Our 
results indicate the existence of two pathways for potential mobilization: the first one 
through the perceptions of shared grievances, which can motivate people to join the 
movement and pursue collective solutions; and a second one through the perceptions 
of deprivation, which can motivate people to exert influence on power holders by 
joining a movement. Individual outcome goals were important but did not motivate 
disadvantaged citizens to join a social movement organization. We discuss the role 
of goals as a link between individual level and meso level factors for movement 
mobilization and collective action.

THIS CHAPTER IS BASED ON VAN BEZOUW, M. J. & KUTLACA, M. (2019). 
WHAT DO WE WANT? EXAMINING THE MOTIVATING ROLE OF GOALS 
IN MOVEMENT MOBILIZATION, JOURNAL OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL 
PSYCHOLOGY, 7 (1), 33-51. DOI:10.5964/JSPP.V7I1.796 

CHAPTER 5 
 WHAT DO 

WE WANT? 
EXAMINING THE 

MOTIVATING 
ROLE OF GOALS 

IN SOCIAL 
MOVEMENT 

MOBILIZATION

C
H

A
P
T

E
R

 5

C
H

A
P
T

E
R

 5



119118

WHAT DO WE WANT? 
EXAMINING THE MOTIVATING 
ROLE OF GOALS IN SOCIAL 
MOVEMENT MOBILIZATION

One of the key aspects of social movement organizations is that they allow 
members of disadvantaged groups to exert influence through a collective endeavor, 
which cannot be achieved through individual action (Oberschall, 1973). In order to 
achieve social change, social movements try to attract followers by communicating 
sets of beliefs, values and goals which are supposed to resonate with the views of 
potential members (Benford, 1993; Benford & Snow, 2000). However, people often 
have multiple goals which can potentially motivate them to engage in collective action 
(Hornsey et al., 2006), and activists and their potential followers may have differing 
opinions about the same situation (Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986). Thus, 
successful mobilization requires that movements and their potential members have 
shared goals and work together to achieve them (e.g., Klandermans, 2014; Van 
Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). Little is known, however, about which type of 
goals disadvantaged individuals want to achieve and which ones may motivate them 
to act collectively.

In this paper, we start from a very basic but important question: What do people 
want to achieve by joining a social movement organization? Research on goal 
attainment (Gollwitzer, 1999) and collective action (Hornsey et al., 2006; Polletta & 
Jasper, 2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) suggests that members of disadvantaged groups 
can pursue various individual or collective goals that can have different functions (e.g., 
outcome goals or means goals). Importantly, these goals may arise from different 
concerns, such as perceptions of shared grievances or a sense of entitlement, and they 
may not necessarily match those of a social movement organization looking to mobi-
lize this population. Previous research, however, focused either on the goals of social 
movement organizations (McCammon, 2012; Simmons, 2014; Snow et al., 1986) or 
on individual level motivations to participate in collective action (e.g., Klandermans, 
1997; Van Zomeren et al., 2008; Walgrave, Van Laer, Verhulst, & Wouters, 2013). 
In this paper, we bridge the two perspectives and test the mobilizing effect of goals. 
We do this in the context of gas-extraction induced earthquakes in the northern Dutch 
province of Groningen (Van der Voort & Vanclay, 2015), a slowly deteriorating 
situation (Postmes et al., 2018) in which the communities living in the vicinity of the gas 
field have been dealing with the negative consequences of gas extraction for several 
decades (Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013). This situation provides a relevant context to test the 
mobilizing power of goals, because there are no clear and straightforward solutions, 
nor a powerful social movement organization that could unite the affected population.

GAS EXTRACTION AND 
EARTHQUAKES IN THE 
PROVINCE OF GRONINGEN, 
THE NETHERLANDS

In 1959, the largest natural gas field in Europe was discovered underneath the 
province of Groningen and the Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij (NAM), a shared 
enterprise between the Dutch state and two big oil companies subsequently started 
extracting the gas in 1963 (Stäuble & Milius, 1970). The first recorded earthquake 
occurred in this region in 1986, a region which had not experienced any natural earth 
tremors before. The intensity and frequency of these earthquakes varies considerably 
by location, as the Groningen gas field covers around 900 km2 with 20 different gas 
extraction sites. Some municipalities, such as Loppersum, have been experiencing 
more frequent and stronger tremors than others (Van der Voort & Vanclay, 2015). 
Despite growing unrest among the inhabitants of the region, it took over a decade 
before the first official reports tentatively linked the earthquakes to gas extraction 
(de Crook, Dost, & Haak, 1998), and the causal connection between the two has 
only recently been acknowledged (Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013). While earlier reports 
predicted only minor tremors resulting from gas extraction (de Crook, Dost, & Haak, 
1995), subsequent research suggested a gradual increase in the expected maximum 
magnitude of the earthquakes to 4.1 degrees on the Richter scale (de Crook, Dost, & 
Haak, 1998; Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013; Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij, 2013; 
SodM, 2016). Recent reports suggest that the earthquakes do not only pose substan-
tive financial strain on the local population because of property damages, but they 
are also associated with increased stress and health problems (Postmes et al., 2018; 
Van der Voort & Vanclay, 2015). Thus, the affected population may be motivated to 
join a social movement organization in order to seek short term relief and improve their 
individual situation, nevertheless they may also want to pursue a long- term collective 
solution that would secure better outcomes for the whole region.

The goals that people want to achieve through collective action are likely to be 
contingent on the type of grievance they want to address, but also on the social and 
political context (Jennings & Andersen, 2003; Simmons, 2014). Whereas suddenly 
imposed grievances (Walsh, 1981) might evoke swift mobilization driven by anger 
or outrage, mobilization as a result of enduring disadvantage depends on a more 
complex set of factors involving multiple actors, organizations, and motivations (e.g., 
Klandermans, 1997; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Subašić, Reynolds, & Turner, 
2008). The context of our study contains elements of both; after years of smaller 
tremors, one relatively strong earthquake in 2012 has generated substantial fear 
and anger in the local community, and has finally led the government and the gas 
company to acknowledge the severity of the situation (Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013). 
Due to continued gas extraction however, the situation has not improved and the 
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community was pulled into a complicated power struggle between local and national 
government, businesses, and the general public.

Despite the strain posed by the earthquakes, collective action to address the 
precarious situation in the province has been scarce. The main social movement orga-
nization representing citizens in the affected area is the Groninger Bodembeweging 
(GBB), founded in 2009, which attracted the membership of about 1,500 people 
(Groninger Bodembeweging, 2015) out of the affected population of 400,000 
people. The GBB mostly acts as an intermediary, representing affected citizens in 
negotiations with local and national government, and the oil and gas company 
NAM. The goals of this organization are diverse and mostly aimed at improving 
the wellbeing of citizens and securing financial compensation for those affected. A 
smaller organization, Schokkend Groningen, tried to gain some media attention for 
the region by engaging in more risky actions like occupying gas-extraction sites with 
a handful of people. However, both groups have been struggling to obtain larger 
support within the community. In fact, the relatively low levels of collective mobilization 
are surprising considering the extent of the consequences of the earthquakes, with 
over 12,000 citizens claiming financial compensation for damages annually from the 
NAM (NAMplatform, 2014). This could suggest that the goals of the social movement 
organizations and the population they aim to represent do not entirely match.

GOALS AND MOVEMENT 
MOBILIZATION

Goals are consciously intended end-states of an action (Locke, 1996; Ryan, 1970) 
that guide human behavior (Higgins, 1997). Research on goal setting theory has 
consistently shown that setting difficult goals leads to higher performance for both indi-
viduals (Locke & Latham, 1990) and groups (Kleingeld, Van Mierlo, & Arends, 2011). 
Among participants in collective action, Hornsey et al. (2006) demonstrated that goals 
reflecting different inter- and intragroup concerns, such as influencing policy-makers 
and third parties, building an oppositional movement, and expressing individual values 
were important predictors of participation in future protests. Activists with experience 
in protest have however been found to differ from those who have never participated, 
with the latter facing greater barriers of engaging in protest for the first time (Verhulst & 
Walgrave, 2009). Importantly, Hornsey et al. (2006) did not investigate which goals 
are endorsed by, or may appeal to those members of disadvantaged groups who 
have not yet taken part in collective action. Our study aims to fill that gap.

According to social psychological theories of social change, when facing a 
situation of collective disadvantage, people can either engage in individual or 
collective coping strategies. Engaging in individual coping strategies may lead to the 
betterment of one’s own status; however, this will not have an effect on intergroup 
power relations (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In contrast, collective coping strategies may 
improve the position of the group as a whole, while also (in)directly benefiting the 
individual (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach, 2004; 

Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Social identity theory suggests that people are 
most likely to engage in individual efforts first, and only engage in collective strategies 
when they cannot improve their disadvantaged position by leaving the group 
individually (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, the goals that could motivate people to 
join a social movement organization may encompass both individual and collective 
concerns at the same time.

In the context of earthquakes in the province of Groningen, the affected community 
might strive for various short and long-term solutions. With the earthquakes causing 
damages to houses for example, ensuring better financial compensation for damages 
represents an important goal. Although many people have reported damages, this 
goal arises mostly out of individual concerns (i.e., damage to one’s household), and 
it represents only a short-term and temporary improvement of one’s individual status. 
Because the intensity and frequency of the earthquakes seems to be increasing over 
the years (Van der Voort & Vanclay, 2015), individual financial compensation may 
not represent a long-term solution that changes the situation structurally and benefits 
all inhabitants of the affected region, including those who do not yet have property 
damages. One of the proposed long-term solutions that can benefit all inhabitants of 
the region would be to reduce or stop the gas extraction that is causing the earth-
quakes (SodM, 2016). In line with previous research, we expect that such a collective 
goal should be more predictive of intention to join a movement (Smith, Pettigrew, 
Pippin, & Bialosiewicz, 2012; Van Zomeren et al., 2004; Walsh, 1981).

Furthermore, research on goal attainment (Gollwitzer, 1999; Gollwitzer & 
Sheeran, 2006; Polletta & Jasper, 2001) differentiates between final or outcome 
goals and means to achieve these outcome goals. In the context of collective action, 
the activists may seek the support of third parties or policy-makers (i.e., means) to help 
them achieve better status for their group (i.e., outcome goal). Simon and Klandermans 
(2001) conceptualized collective action not only as a power struggle between two 
parties with competing interest, but they also argued that gaining third-party support 
is crucial in this dynamic. Moreover, Hornsey et al. (2006) showed that goals such 
as influencing third parties and policy-makers play an important role in enduring 
engagement in collective action.

In the context of gas-extraction induced earthquakes, the inhabitants of Groningen 
need to gain wider support from Dutch citizens in general, but also the support of the 
government and policy-makers in order to ensure better financial compensation or 
reduce gas extraction. Although this can be done individually, for example by writing 
letters to politicians, exerting influence on the authority and/or third parties is more 
likely to be achieved through a collective endeavor (Simon & Klandermans, 2001). 
Thus, our expectation is that endorsing these types of goals should also be predictive 
of individuals’ motivation to join a social movement, because they are crucial for 
achieving the desired individual and collective outcomes.
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SHARED OPINION AND 
SEVERITY PERCEPTION

The literature on environmental and technological hazards (e.g., social contam-
ination, fracking, or nuclear plant accidents) suggests that the affected population 
responds to collective stress situations by engaging in an assessment of severity 
and the associated risks (Van der Pligt & de Boer, 1991). This process involves the 
evaluation of available information communicated by the authorities, as well as the 
comparison between one’s individual stance on the issue and the perceptions of 
relevant others (Van der Pligt & de Boer, 1991). Van der Pligt and de Boer (1991) 
suggest that people engage in social comparisons to reassess their priorities and 
needs. More importantly, through social comparison, individuals can evaluate whether 
the other members of their group share their opinion or not.

Previous research on environmental risks has not specified to whom people 
compare themselves in assessing risk, nor which effects these social comparisons might 
have on different collective action goals. In line with the work on politicized collective 
identity (Simon & Klandermans, 2001), two different types of social comparisons are 
relevant for members of disadvantaged groups. First, one can compare oneself to 
those who share the disadvantage to assess whether others who are affected see the 
situation as equally dangerous and severe. Comparing oneself to other members of the 
disadvantaged group can foster a sense of shared grievances around which a strong 
and unified group can be formed to fight the disadvantage (e.g., Bliuc, McGarty, 
Reynolds, & Muntele, 2007; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Van Zomeren & Iyer, 
2009). Second, members of the disadvantaged group can also compare themselves 
to those who are not affected (i.e., third parties). This social comparison is important 
because it can increase feelings of relative deprivation and entitlement (Runciman, 
1966; Smith et al., 2012), especially if the third parties are seen as underestimating the 
severity of the situation. 

 However, if an individual perceives the situation as less serious and urgent in 
contrast to the relevant others, he or she may be less likely to engage in a collective 
action. System justification theory suggests that individuals sometimes justify the current 
status quo in order to reduce feelings of uncertainty (e.g., Jost & Hunyady, 2005), 
which may lead them to underestimate the severity of the situation. Importantly, 
research on natural hazards and disasters (e.g., floods, natural earthquakes) shows 
that underestimating risks has grave consequences because people fail to adequately 
prepare for a potential disaster (Paton, 2003; Paton, Smith, & Johnston, 2000). We 
expect that people engage in comparisons of risks with both those who share their situ-
ation and those who do not. In line with system justification theory and prior work on 
environmental hazards, both comparisons may reduce people’s motivation to engage 
in actions if they perceive the situation as less severe than others. However, we explore 
whether these two comparisons could discourage people from joining a movement by 
changing the importance of different goals. Perceiving the situation as less serious than 
one’s community may signal that collective solutions to the disadvantaged situation 

are not necessary. In other words, those who underestimate the severity in contrast to 
their fellow disadvantaged group members may attach less importance to collective 
outcome goals. On the other hand, those who underestimate the severity in contrast 
to unaffected third parties may feel les entitled to be compensated. Thus, they might 
attach less importance to securing better individual outcomes. Lastly, we expect both 
comparisons to motivate the endorsement of means to attain these goals.

In sum, in the current research we examine the mobilizing potential of different 
types of goals for those not previously mobilized by a social movement organization. 
We do so in the context of gas-extraction induced earthquakes in the province of 
Groningen, an environmental disaster which has only recently gained recognition 
by authorities (Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013), and where the affected population did not 
engage in collective action on a large scale prior to our data collection. We differen-
tiate between outcome goals that reflect desired end-states (i.e., individual financial 
compensation or the collective goal of reduced gas extraction) and means to achieve 
these goals (i.e., informing the wider public and influencing policy-makers). We expect 
collective goals and means towards goals to have greater motivating power for 
people to join a social movement organization. Finally, we examine whether and how 
perceptions of shared opinions with the local community or third parties motivate the 
endorsement of different goals and the intention to join a movement.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

351 inhabitants of the province of Groningen took part in a larger project on the 
effects of gas-induced earthquakes (for more details about the sampling procedure 
see Kutlaca, Van Zomeren, & Epstude, 2017). The survey was carried out by six 
research assistants in nine towns of similar size situated in different parts of the 
province, in order to reach both people who were strongly and weakly affected by the 
earthquakes. The research assistants handed out approximately 50 surveys per town, 
with a maximum of one survey per household. The person who opened the door was 
asked to fill out the survey, except in the case of a minor younger than 16(1). The data 
was collected during November 2013, almost one year after the reports explicitly 
linking gas extraction to the earthquakes were published (Dost & Kraaijpoel, 2013). 
We excluded four questionnaires from the analyses because they were filled out by 
two people, and one survey because it arrived long after the data collection was 
finished. The average age of the participants was 51.17 (SD = 15.11) and 53.3% were 

1  According to the ethics committee of the University of Groningen, a person younger 
than 16 years cannot take part without a parental consent.
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women (5.5% of the sample did not fill out the demographic questions)(2). 60% of the 
sample completed vocational education or had lower levels of education and lived in 
a household with an average income between 2000-3000 Euros per month. The vast 
majority of the participants owned the house they lived in (71.8%), and 41.5% of the 
sample included in the analyses reported having damages due to the earthquakes. 
Participants received a small gift as a token of appreciation for their participation.

MEASURES
MOVEMENT MEMBERSHIP 

First, we checked whether our participants were already members of any of the 
social movement organizations active at the moment of the data collection (for exact 
items, please see Appendix C). The participants could choose between the largest 
social movement organization —the Groninger Bodem Beweging— and the much 
smaller and newly established organization Schokkend Groningen, specify another 
movement, or indicate that they did not belong to any movement. Next, we asked the 
participants how likely it was that they would join a social movement organization (1- 
Not at all likely to 5 - Very likely), and to specify which organization they might join.

MOVEMENT GOALS
The participants were asked to think about how important different goals should be 

for a social movement organization (1- Not at all important to 5 - Very important). We 
included two different outcome goals pertaining to the improvement of participants’ 
individual situation (i.e., improving individual financial compensation) or collective 
situation (i.e., reducing and stopping gas extraction(3), r[292] = .70, p < .001). 
Additionally, we asked whether two means goals, i.e., informing third parties and 
influencing the policy-makers, were also relevant. The participants could also write 
down additional goals in an open-ended question.

SHARED OPINION
 In order to investigate how people assessed the severity of the situation, we 

asked them to compare their views to the views of two relevant groups: their affected 

2   5.5% of the sample did not fill out the demographic question. For more details about 
the sample and sampling procedure see Kutlaca, Van Zomeren, and Epstude (2017).

3  We differentiated between reducing and stopping the gas extraction altogether, since 
the latter option was portrayed by both the government and the gas company as a 
large financial loss for the country. Our participants indeed leaned towards reducing 
(M = 3.70, SD = 1.22), rather than stopping completely (M = 3.02, SD = 1.37), however 
the results remained the same irrespective of using single item reduction or the 
combined two goals.

community (i.e., ingroup) and the rest of the Dutch society (i.e., third party). More 
specifically, the participants were asked to indicate to what extent other members of 
their com- munity shared their opinion about the earthquakes (1- They see it as less 
severe than I do, 3- They see it as equally severe or 5- They see it as more severe 
than I do). We also asked participants to indicate how similar the opinion of those 
not affected by the earthquakes (i.e., the rest of the Netherlands) is to their views. 
Thus, higher scores on both items indicated that people underestimate or perceive the 
situation as less severe in contrast to the relevant group.

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND 
At the end of the survey, participants answered questions about their socio-de-

mographics: age, gender, average monthly household income, highest obtained 
education level, whether they owned the house they lived in, and whether their home 
was damaged due to the earthquakes.

RESULTS
DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSES

Out of 336 people who responded to the question about membership in a 
movement, a large majority (93%) indicated they were not a member of any organi-
zation. Importantly, the members and non-members did not differ in their perceptions 
of importance of goals, with the exception that members attached greater importance 
to the goal of influencing policy-makers than non-members (see Table 5.1). Those who 
were already in an organization were more eager to become a member of another 
organization and they thought that the rest of the country was even less aware of the 
severity of the earthquake situation. Below we report the analyses on those who were 
not members of a social movement organization, however the key findings remained 
the same when we analyzed the full sample (see Appendix C).
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TABLE 5.1 COMPARISON BETWEEN MEMBERS AND 
NON-MEMBERS OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS

Membership in a social 
movement organization

Non-members Members

Variable (n = 312) (n = 24)

M SD M SD t(df) p
  Shared opinion 

with community 3.33 0.56 3.13 0.61 1.76 (328) .080
  Shared opinion 

with the rest of 
the country 1.99 0.89 1.46 0.51 2.91 (330) .004

  Intention to join 
a movement 2.41 0.85 3.07 0.96 -2.93 (324) .004

Goals
  Financial 

compensation 4.19 0.85 4.52 0.59 -1.85 (322) .065
  Reducing/

stopping gas 
extraction 3.36 1.19 3.70 1.07 -1.30 (321) .193

  Inform  
third parties 4.04 1.04 3.96 1.30 0.35 (319) .726

  Influence 
policy-makers 4.26 0.86 4.74 0.54 -2.60 (317) .010

Non-members were not very motivated to join any organization (M = 2.41, SD 
= 0.85), with the average score being well below the scale midpoint of 3, t(310) = 
-12.37, p < .001, and a large majority did not specify which movement they would 
consider joining. Among those who did, the Groninger Bodem Beweging as the 
largest social movement organization was the most popular (see Table 5.2). Among 
non-members, individual financial compensation was deemed a more important goal 
than reducing the gas extraction, although these two goals were positively correlated 
r(299) = .32, p < .001. In line with the findings in Hornsey et al. (2006), goals 
reflecting intergroup concerns, e.g., informing others and influencing policy-makers, 
were also highly endorsed. Moreover, these two goals were positively related to both 
individual and collective outcome goals (see Table 5.3), suggesting that they represent 
the relevant means to achieve the desired outcomes. We also checked whether the 
participants mentioned additional goals that we did not cover. Only 21 (6.7%) of 
the non-members responded to the open-ended question, mainly elaborating on 
whether reducing gas extraction is feasible or not, and how a movement can influence 
policy-makers or third parties. One participant mentioned investing in alternative 
green energy as a relevant goal. Thus, overall, we are confident that our choice of 

goals captured the most salient goals at the time of data collection.

TABLE 5.2 PREFERRED SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATION IN THE 
PROVINCE OF GRONINGEN FOR CURRENT NON-MEMBERS

Social Movement Preference Number %

Did not specify 245 78.50%
Groninger Bodem Beweging 50 16.00%
Schokkend Groningen 9 2.90%
Groninger Bodem Beweging 
and Schokkend Groningen 5 1.60%
Another movement 3 1.00%

TABLE 5.3 CORRELATIONS BETWEEN GOALS, SHARED 
OPINIONS, AND INTENTION TO JOIN A SOCIAL MOVEMENT 
ORGANIZATION AMONG NON-MEMBERS

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Intention to join a movement
2. Financial compensation .26**

3.  Reducing/stopping 
gas extraction .32** .32**

4. Inform third parties .30** .35** .41**

5. Influence policy-makers .39** .42** .37** .46**

6.  Shared opinion 
with community -.23** -.03 -.15* -.13* -.12*

7.  Shared opinion with 
third parties -.25** -.17** -.08 -.1 -.27** .21**

*P < .05. **P < .01.

People slightly underestimated the severity of the situation in comparison to their 
local community; the average response was significantly different from the scale mean 
point of 3, t(306) = 10.50, p < .001. Closer inspection of the variable revealed that the 
participants almost exclusively indicated one of two options: They felt that the others 
have the same perspective (64.1%) or that the others see the situation as more severe 
(31.7%). Less than 5% of the sample chose other options. In contrast, our participants 
perceived the situation as more serious in contrast to the people who are not affected 
by the earthquakes. The average score differed significantly from the scale midpoint 
t(307) = -19.90, p < .001. In other words, they felt that the rest of the country seriously 
underestimated the severity of the situation in the affected region.

C
H

A
P
T

E
R

 5

C
H

A
P
T

E
R

 5



129128

TESTING THE MOBILIZING 
POWER OF GOALS

First, we examined whether perceptions of shared opinions with the community 
and third parties were related to the importance people attach to different goals (see 
Table 5.4). In line with our expectations, we found that perceptions of shared opinions 
with the community negatively predicted the importance attached to the collective 
goal of reducing gas extraction, meaning that underestimating the risk vis-à-vis other 
affected citizens was related to decreased endorsement of the collective goal. The 
perception of shared opinions with third parties negatively predicted the importance 
of the financial goal. In other words, underestimation of the severity compared to 
the unaffected citizens predicted less support for seeking financial compensation. 
Moreover, the two variables predicted the importance attached to informing third 
parties and policy-makers.

TABLE 5.4 REGRESSION ANALYSIS: THE IMPORTANCE OF DIFFERENT 
GOALS AMONG NON-MEMBERS AS A FUNCTION OF SHARED OPINIONS

Financial goal a
Reducing  
gas extraction b

Informing 
the country c

Influencing 
policy-makers d

Variable β t p β t p β t p β t p

Shared opinion 
with community -.00 -0.02 .984 -.13 -2.27 .024   .12 -1.97 .05 -.08 -1.30 .195

Shared opinion 
with third party -.16 -2.67 .008 -.06 -0.96 .34 -.07 -1.21 .23 -.25 -4.37 <.001

a F(2, 291) = 3.67; P = .027; R 2 = .025. 
b F(2, 290) = 3.60; P = .029; R 2 = .024. 
c F(2, 288) = 3.26, P = .04, R 2 = .022. 
d F(2, 286) = 11.88; P < .001; R 2 = .08.

Next, we ran a stepwise regression analysis to test whether different goals and 
perceptions of shared opinions with the affected community and third party motivate 
intentions to join a movement (see Table 5.5).

TABLE 5.5 REGRESSION ANALYSIS: GOALS AND SHARED OPINION 
AS PREDICTORS OF INTENTION TO JOIN A MOVEMENT.

     Step 1a      Step 2b

Variable β t p β t p

Shared opinion 
with community -.20 -3.56 < .001 -.15 -2.84 .005
Shared opinion 
with third party -.22 -3.84 < .001 -.14 -2.53 .012
Financial compensation .06 0.95 .345
Reducing/stopping 
gas extraction .16 2.78 .006
Inform third parties .07 1.16 .245
Influence policy-makers .21 3.33 .001

a F(2, 283) = 16.84; P < .001; R 2 = .11. 
b F(6, 279) = 14.38; P < .001; R 2 = .24; R2CHANGE = .13; FCHANGE (4, 279) = 11.85; P < .001.

The additional analysis controlling for socio-demographic variables can be found 
in Appendix C(4). First, perceptions of shared opinions with the community and the 
rest of society predicted lower intentions to join a movement. Second, supporting our 
assumptions about the importance of collective goals, reducing gas extraction and 
influencing policy-makers predicted the intention to join a movement. The financial 
goal, on the other hand, did not contribute to the model, nor did informing third 
parties. We ran a sensitivity power analysis in G*power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & 
Lang, 2009) to check the effect size our study was able to detect with the following 
parameters: 6 predictors, alpha level set at .05, power .80, and sample size of 286. 
The analysis yielded an effect size f2 = .05 (≈ to R 2 = .05), non-centrality parameter 
λ = 13.93, and a critical F-value = 2.13.

Finally, we ran a path analysis in Mplus (version 7.4) to examine whether the 
shared opinions predicted the intention to join a movement both directly and indirectly 
via two goals (i.e., reducing gas extraction and influencing policy-makers). We 
allowed the two shared opinion variables as well as the two goals to co-vary with 
each other. The model fitted the data well (see Figure 5.1): The chi square test for 
model fit was not significant χ2(2) = 2.66, p = .265, and fit indices indicated a good 
fit CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = .03, 90% CI [.00, .12], SRMR = .03. The indirect effect of 
shared opinion with the community through the collective goal of reducing/stopping 
gas extraction was only marginally significant B = -0.03, SE = 0.02, p = .065 (see 
Table 5.6). The second indirect effect of shared opinion with the rest of the country 

4   Additionally, to account for the clustering of the data, we repeated the regression 
with robust standard errors and adjusting for the different locations where the data 
were collected. This did not substantially change any of the findings presented here. 
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through influencing policy-makers was significant B = -0.06, SE = 0.02, p = .001 
(see Table 5.6). We also tested a reverse model, where the shared opinions acted as 
mediators and goals as predictors. This model also showed good fit χ2(2) = 2.04, 
p = .36, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .01, 90% CI [.00, .11], SRMR = .02. However, the 
initial model fits better with prior theoretical work on social change, which proposes 
that perceptions of shared grievances are a more distant predictor of engagement in 
collective action (Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Van Zomeren et al., 2008).

TABLE 5.6PATH ANALYSIS: SHARED OPINIONS (SO), GOALS, AND 
INTENTION TO JOIN A SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATION

Effects
Unstandardized 
coefficients (SE)     p

Covariances
  Shared opinion community - third party   0.11 (0.03)   < .001
  Reduce/stop gas extraction - 

influence policy-makers   0.35 (0.06)   < .001

Direct effects
  SO Community → Reduce/stop gas extraction   -0.25 (0.12)   .030
  SO Third party → Influence policy-makers   -0.24 (0.05)   < .001
  SO Community → Intention to join a movement   -0.22 (0.08)   .006
  SO Third party → Intention to join a movement   -0.14 (0.05)   .007
  Reduce/stop gas extraction → 

Intention to join a movement   0.13 (0.04)   .001
  Influence policy-makers → 

Intention to join a movement   0.26 (0.06)   < .001

Indirect effects
  SO Community → Intention to join a 

movement (via Reduce/stop gas extraction)   -0.03 (0.02)   .065
  SO Third party → Intention to join a 

movement (via Influence policy-makers)   -0.06 (0.02)   .001

 
FIGURE 5.1. RESULTS OF PATH ANALYSIS. SINGLE-HEADED ARROWS 
REFER TO SIGNIFICANT PATHS. DOUBLE-HEADED ARROWS 
REFER TO CORRELATIONS BETWEEN THE VARIABLES.

*P < .05. **P < .01. ***P < .001.

DISCUSSION
What do people want to achieve by joining a social movement organization? In 

this study we integrated insights from research on goal attainment (Gollwitzer, 1999), 
collective action, and movement mobilization (Hornsey et al., 2006; Van Zomeren et 
al., 2004) to examine the motivating role of goals and perceptions of shared opinions 
in movement mobilization. We found that different outcome- and means to achieve 
goals stemmed from an individual’s assessment of risk in comparison to two relevant 
groups: their affected community and an unaffected third party. More specifically, 
those who underestimated the severity of the situation in contrast to their fellow ingroup 
members attached less importance to achieving a collective solution to the situation 
(i.e., reducing/stopping gas extraction) and gaining greater societal support. This fits 
with previous research on risk assessment and protest against technological hazards 
(Van der Pligt & de Boer, 1991). Moreover, those who underestimated the severity 
of the earthquakes in contrast to those who are not affected felt less entitled to seek 
better personal outcomes (i.e., improving individual financial compensation) or, 
interestingly, push for a movement to renegotiate the situation with policy-makers. 
Furthermore, in line with our hypothesis, people highly endorsed both individual and 
collective outcome goals, but only the latter was predictive of their intentions to join a 

Shared opinion with  
the community

Reduce/stop gas 
extraction

Influence 
policy-makers

Intention to join 
a movement

Shared opinion with 
the third party
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social movement organization. Finally, we found that people’s underestimation of risk 
affected their intention to join a movement both directly and indirectly by affecting the 
importance attached to the collective outcome goal and means goal of influencing 
policy- makers. Taken together, the findings suggest that there are two different routes 
that could motivate disadvantaged citizens to join a social movement organization. 
On the one hand, emphasizing the shared grievances with their close community 
might motivate people to strive for a collective solution, which would benefit all that 
are affected in the long run. On the other hand, increasing the sense of entitlement by 
focusing on the neglect and indifference of unaffected others might propel people to 
join in order to collectively exert influence on power holders.

THEORETICAL AND 
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study extends previous research on movement mobilization in three important 
ways. First, we expand previous findings by examining the goals of those who have 
not yet been mobilized by a movement. Protest survey data shows that first-time 
protesters differ from experienced ones (Verhulst & Walgrave, 2009) or those who are 
occasional protesters (Saunders, Grasso, Olcese, Rainsford, & Rootes, 2012) in terms 
of the strength of emotions, but also their biographical availability. First-time protesters 
face bigger obstacles to participation because they need to overcome the barrier 
of having sufficient time and resources to participate (Verhulst & Walgrave, 2009). 
Our findings suggest that potential followers resemble inexperienced protesters to 
the extent that they are mostly concerned with their individual interests and improving 
their own situation. In other words, potential followers need to overcome the tendency 
to seek short-term improvements to their situation, but rather focus their strength on 
finding a long-term resolution. We doubt that successful mobilization can be achieved 
if movements would allude too much to these individual interests. Instead, focusing on 
articulating collective outcomes seems to be a more promising route to motivate those 
who are affected but not yet mobilized.

Furthermore, we showed how comparisons to relevant others play an important 
role in intentions to act collectively. Comparisons with other affected group members 
provides affected individuals with important information about the presence (or 
absence) of a shared view of the potentially disastrous situation (Van der Pligt & de 
Boer, 1991) and may foster a sense of urgency to seek a collective solution (Simon 
& Klandermans, 2001). A strong and unified community is also an important source 
of emotional and instrumental support to those affected by injustice (Van Zomeren et 
al., 2004). Downplaying the risks or disagreeing with the collective views may help 
an individual cope with uncertainty (Jost & Hunyady, 2005) or provide a feeling of 
relative gratification compared to others who are worse off (e.g., Leach, Snider, & Iyer, 
2002; Vanneman & Pettigrew, 1972). However, these types of social comparisons 
may also increase distance to the community, which could have negative social 
consequences for people and render them particularly vulnerable in case of a next 

disaster. In contrast, we believe that the comparison with unaffected others facilitates 
the awareness that one is indeed worse off than those who are unaffected. The 
realization that one is being deprived of important outcomes may increase feelings 
of entitlement and the likelihood of participating in collective action (Smith et al., 
2012; Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Importantly, we contribute to this literature by 
showing that this perception can motivate people to enter the power struggle (Simon 
& Klandermans, 2001) by joining a social movement organization, but mainly through 
the instrumental means goals of exerting influence on policy-makers. Whereas we 
expected that the means goal of informing others could also be a response to the lack 
of acknowledgement from third parties, we did not find this relation. This could signal 
that in the context of gas-extraction induced earthquakes, the lack of acknowledge-
ment from third parties does not stem from a lack of knowledge about the situation, 
and that concrete outcomes from power holders after years of neglect are deemed 
more important than trying to convince the general public. In other contexts with less 
public awareness of certain issues, shared opinions with third parties could, however, 
spur movement mobilization with the goal of informing others.

Third, our study provides a way to connect the micro level —individual goals, 
beliefs, and values— with the aims of social movement organizations, i.e., the meso 
level (Ketelaars, Walgrave, & Wouters, 2014; Snow et al., 1986). Previous research 
on movement mobilization assumed that movements can increase their mobilization 
potential by communicating messages that align with potential members’ views 
(Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow et al., 1986), but failed to specify which psychological 
mechanism underlies this process (Kutlaca, Van Zomeren, & Epstude, 2016; 
McCammon, 2012; Simmons, 2014). Communicating, and of course working towards, 
collective long-term solutions, emphasizing collectively shared grievances, and the 
sense of entitlement through comparisons with those who are affected versus those who 
are not affected can be fruitful ways to increase the movement’s mobilization potential. 
Furthermore, our findings may further clarify the puzzling absence of collective action 
in the province of Groningen that should theoretically be a fruitful ground for a social 
movement to gain substantial following (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). One possible 
reason for inactivity in Groningen is that the existing movements such as the Groninger 
Bodem Beweging focused too strongly on securing financial compensation, something 
that could be achieved individually by claiming damages from the gas company. 
Moreover, seeking financial compensation would not provide any relief to those 
whose damages are not only material, but also psychological. A recent study in the 
region showed that people reported continued safety and health concerns because 
the risk of more earthquakes with potentially devastating consequences remains 
high due to continued gas extraction (Postmes et al., 2018). Thus, social movement 
organizations should focus on individual and especially short-term concerns only in 
conjunction with addressing collective needs, otherwise they run the risk of losing out 
on many more potential followers.
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS 
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

An important limitation of this study is that the cross-sectional design cannot 
capture how the goals develop and possibly change as potential followers pass 
through different stages of mobilization (Klandermans, 1984). Previous research 
suggests that social identities can change through intergroup interactions (Drury & 
Reicher, 2000), and when the content of these identities becomes more politicized, 
the likelihood of engagement in political action increases (Turner-Zwinkels, Van 
Zomeren, & Postmes, 2015). Similarly, the goals of experienced activists, first time 
protesters and potential followers can change as people become more politicized. For 
potential followers who are in the early stages of the mobilization process, the most 
important thing is to crystalize which collective (and possibly individual) goals should 
be achieved. Second, when people come to share the same ground and identify 
strongly with the goals, establishing important means may become more important 
for movements to keep the motivation high. Lastly, for long-term participation another 
goal may become the main priority, namely building, sustaining and expanding the 
movement. Future research should use a longitudinal design and include both activists 
and potential followers to clarify these processes.

Furthermore, the context of gas-extraction induced earthquakes is interesting for 
the study of movement mobilization, however its unique characteristics make it difficult 
to generalize in every respect to other contexts such as climate change activism or 
situations that are characterized by structural disadvantage (e.g., gender or race 
inequalities). Nonetheless, we believe that our differentiation between individual and 
collective goals on the one hand, and outcome- versus means goals on the other 
hand may help explain why social movements and their potential followers may not 
always share a common ground. For example, the movements and their followers 
may endorse the same outcomes but disagree about the means to achieve them (e.g., 
Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Stuart, Thomas, & Donaghue, 2018). This sometimes 
occurs with less normative feminist movements (e.g., Becker & Barreto, 2014) where 
many women may not feel comfortable with tactics involving violence or explicit nudity 
to raise awareness about gender inequality. It would be interesting to investigate when 
the agreement on either the outcomes or the means is more important for participation 
in collective action.

To conclude, we believe that both sociological and social psychological work 
on social change can benefit from looking more closely at what people want to 
achieve by engaging in a collective struggle. We think that our classification of 
individual versus collective goals, and means- versus outcome goals may be a good 
starting point to better operationalize and capture the (mis)match between activists 
and their (potential) followers. Additionally, gaining more insight into this process at 
the individual level is important in understanding the failure or the success of social 
movement mobilization.
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ABSTRACT
System confidence, the perceived level of fairness of the sociopolitical system, is 

important for people participation in civic duties, political action, and the functioning 
of society in general. Different from native citizens who are socialized within their 
country’s system, system confidence among migrants might be shaped by a process of 
contrasting between the new country and country of origin, and the specific expe-
rience of being a migrant. Based on online survey data (N=935), we examine how 
known predictors of system justification as well as migrant specific factors contribute to 
the strength of system confidence among Iranian migrants in eight European countries. 
Subsequently, we examined the relationship between system confidence and political 
action intentions. We found that system confidence is generally high in our sample, 
mainly stemming from an assessment of opportunity. Stronger threat, feeling disadvan-
taged, a longer residence in Europe, and perceived intergroup stability all relate to 
less system confidence. Conversely, stronger efficacy beliefs bolster system confidence. 
Furthermore, we found some support for a curvilinear relationship between system 
confidence and political participation intentions, but the size of this effect is negligible. 
We discuss implications and further research that can increase understanding of system 
confidence among migrants.

THIS CHAPTER IS BASED ON A MANUSCRIPT IN PREPARATION BY   
M. J. VAN BEZOUW, J. VAN DER TOORN, A. HONARI, & A. J. RIJKEN

CHAPTER 6 
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WHAT IS FAIR ABOUT 
SOCIETY IN A NEW 
COUNTRY? ANTECEDENTS 
AND CONSEQUENCES OF 
SYSTEM CONFIDENCE 
AMONG IRANIAN MIGRANTS 
IN WESTERN EUROPE

 Migrating to another country involves a complex psychological change 
and adaptation process to get used to a new social and political reality. Migration 
could help to escape adverse conditions in the country of origin but it means that one 
becomes a minority in the new country of settlement. It might provide new opportuni-
ties for work or studies, and at the same time may cause new threats and challenges 
associated with being a migrant. In this research, we examine how Iranian migrants 
relate to their host country’s sociopolitical system. Believing that the government is 
legitimate, but also that other institutions and citizens can be trusted is crucial for the 
functioning of any society (e.g., Newton, Stolle, & Zmerli, 1999). For people experi-
encing radical changes caused by migrating from one country to another, questions 
about the legitimacy and fairness of the social and political system are especially 
salient. In a survey among Iranian migrants in eight Western European countries, we 
asked how long they have been part of this new system, what opportunities and threats 
they experience in this system, and how they identify with their ethnic ingroup and the 
native population of the country. We also investigated how these variables are related 
to their attitudes about the fairness of the system. Subsequently, we assess how their 
attitude towards the system shapes intentions to engage in political action to improve 
the societal position of Iranian migrants. 

An influential theory on people’s system attitudes is system justification theory, 
which posits that people derive a sense of security, safety and shared reality from 
believing that the social and political system they are part of is fair and just (e.g., 
Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). Thus, because of these psychological needs, people 
may be motivated to inflate the fairness of a system, even when that system is not 
ideal. In accordance with this motivated account of system justification, experimental 
evidence has shown that people justify the system more when it is criticized (Lau, Kay, 
& Spencer, 2008), or when one’s powerlessness within the system was highlighted 
(Van der Toorn et al., 2015). As such, justification of the system can restore a sense of 
security and fairness. However, while people might be generally motivated to perceive 
the system as fairer than it is, attitudes about the system are also influenced by social 
realities — for example the position one has in society.

Perceptions of the fairness of a social and political system, we argue, are the 
result of an ongoing evaluation process. Do I need to restore a sense of fairness in 
response to experienced threats? Who is to blame for flaws in the system? Following 
Banfield, Kay, Cutright, Wu, and Fitzsimons (2011), we use the term system confidence 
to indicate how people assess the fairness of a social and political system at a certain 
point in time (see also Cichocka, Gorská, Jost, Sutton, & Bilewicz, 2017). These current 
perceptions can be the outcome of a motivated process of restoring a sense of fairness 
(e.g., Henry & Saul, 2006; Van der Toorn et al., 2015) but might also be influenced 
by self-interest and ingroup interest (see Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2002) that 
could dampen the strength of system confidence. People might, for example, blame the 
system for their ingroup’s disadvantaged position to protect the image of the ingroup. 
Possibly because of these different — and sometimes competing — motivations, the 
extent to which people see the system as fair and why they think so is difficult to assess. 

For migrants compared to native inhabitants of a country, opportunities for work, 
experiences of discrimination, and contrasts between the new system and the system 
of origin (e.g., Verkuyten, 2006) might complicate their relation to the system more. 
Given the challenges immigrants face, they might be particularly negative about 
the system. Conversely, especially when migration is motivated by seeking a more 
prosperous or democratic place to live, contrasting the host nation with the country of 
origin may increase system confidence among migrants. To our knowledge, percep-
tions of system confidence have not been studied among migrants. In this research, 
we investigate multiple predictors of system confidence among Iranian migrants in 
Western Europe, drawing from the literatures on system justification, acculturation, 
and intergroup relations. We equate ‘the system’ broadly to the social, political, and 
cultural aspects of the European country that Iranian migrants currently live in.

IRANIAN MIGRATION TO 
WESTERN EUROPE

The Iranian revolution of 1978-1979 spurred large-scale migration of Iranian 
nationals mainly to the United States of America, Canada, and various countries in 
Europe (Ghorashi & Boersma, 2009). At first, those who fled Iran were mainly people 
loyal to the ousted Pahlavi regime but later waves of emigration from Iran were formed 
by political activists who opposed the revolutionary regime, ethnic and religious 
minorities, and citizens who fled from the Iran-Iraq war that started in 1980 (Ghorashi, 
2003; Lewin, 2001). In subsequent decades, highly educated people were especially 
likely to leave Iran for Western countries to pursue further education or seek new job 
opportunities. This amounted to the highest rate of elite emigration (“brain-drain”) 
among underdeveloped or developing countries (e.g., Morady, 2011).

In Western Europe, Iranian migrants are comparatively advantaged vis-à-vis 
other non-Western migrants in terms of educational level, often holding university 
degrees (e.g., Kelly & Hedman, 2016). At the same time, Iranian migrants regularly 
face problems obtaining meaningful employment, and high unemployment rates 
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have contributed to onward migration to other Western countries within and outside 
of Europe (Kelly & Hedman, 2016). In this research, we examine how this seemingly 
ambiguous position of Iranian migrants —being highly educated but also facing 
difficulties due to being migrants — influences the strength of their system confidence. 

ANTECEDENTS OF SYSTEM 
CONFIDENCE FOR MIGRANTS

The causes and consequences of system justification have been studied in various 
contexts and among the different groups (e.g., Jost et al., 2002). However, all these 
studies hitherto have focused on people growing up in, or being long-term members of 
a certain system. This is not the case for migrants, who might therefore relate differently 
to the system. Research on political trust shows, for example, that Mexican Americans 
(Abrajano & Alvarez, 2010; Michelson, 2003) and immigrants from non-democratic 
countries in Canada (Bilodeau & Nevitte, 2003) initially have high levels of political 
trust which decreases over time. Due to contrasting with the Iranian system, we expect 
recent Iranian immigrants to endorse the new system more strongly compared to 
Iranian migrants who have lived in Western-Europe longer. 

POLITICAL IDEOLOGY 
According to Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, and Sulloway (2003), political conservatism 

is a form of system justification and indeed the positive relation between conservatism 
and system justification has often been demonstrated (see Jost et al., 2017 for an 
overview). The political ideology of Iranian migrants is marked by ‘forced’ migration 
(Ghorashi, 2003) after different pivotal political moments in Iran over the last decades 
(Behrooz, 2012). Left- and right-wing political ideologies could, therefore, have 
a different meaning for Iranian migrants compared to a Western perspective, and 
influence attitudes towards the system differently. However, because we focus on 
confidence in the system of the new country of residence, we expect that stronger 
right-wing ideology is associated with more system confidence (in line with Jost et al., 
2017). 

PERCEIVED OPPORTUNITIES: SOCIETAL 
STABILITY AND POLITICAL EFFICACY

Stable systems —for example when inequality in society is enduring— are 
more likely to be justified (Laurin, Gaucher, & Kay, 2013). This finding suggests that 
when certain aspects of the system are seen as inevitable, people have a stronger 
motivation to justify the status quo. We argue that the absence of social mobility is an 
important marker of stability in society. However, Day and Fiske (2017) have shown 
that Americans show stronger endorsement of the system when they are exposed to 
moderate as opposed to low social mobility frames, suggesting that some instability 
might be associated with more system support. Especially for higher educated Iranians 
migrating to Western-Europe, the new country of residence could primarily be seen as 

an opportunity for social mobility (e.g., Kelly & Hedman, 2016). We think that Iranian 
migrants see possibilities for changes in intergroup relations in society as markers for 
social mobility, and we therefore expect the perception of unstable intergroup relations 
to increase system confidence. 

 In addition to opportunities for social mobility, being able to influence political 
decision-making is expected to contribute to believing that the sociopolitical system is 
fair. Osborne, Yogeeswaran, and Sibley (2015) show that perceived political efficacy 
of the Maori minority in New Zealand is related to increased perceived system 
fairness. For Iranian migrants, engagement in politics in Western Europe is different 
from engagement in Iran. In Iran, protest is often subject to government repression 
(e.g., Honari, 2018), and increased political efficacy in these repressive contexts might 
stem from being able to fight against this repression (Ayanian & Tausch, 2016) and 
might thus relate to lower system confidence. When government repression is less 
salient — in Europe compared to Iran — we expect, however, that increased political 
efficacy is related to stronger fairness perceptions of the social and political system.  

DISCRIMINATION AND RELATIVE DEPRIVATION 
Being a migrant entails increased experiences of social identity threat (Verkuyten 

& Martinovic, 2012). Social identity threat can consist of being wrongly categorized 
—being seen as Arab rather than as Iranian for example — or, for instance, being 
discriminated against in the new society (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 
1999). Additionally, realistic threats such as the difficulties of Iranian migrants to find 
employment (Kelly & Hedman, 2016) can create a sense of relative disadvantage 
among immigrants compared to the native majority population. 

The extent to which system confidence is influenced by the experience of 
discrimination and disadvantage might depend on who is held accountable. Major, 
Kaiser, O’Brien, and McCoy (2007) show that Latino Americans only blame being 
discriminated against on their ingroup, rather than on society, when they believe that 
one’s societal position is the result of one’s own efforts. Because many Iranian migrants 
have difficulties finding meaningful employment despite their high education levels 
(Kelly & Hedman, 2016), we expect that the experience of discrimination, threat, and 
disadvantage is more likely to be ascribed to society; decreasing system confidence.

BEING PART OF THE SYSTEM 
The strength of people’s system justification beliefs has been found to be influenced 

by their dependence on this system (Van der Toorn, Tyler, & Jost, 2011) and difficulties 
of leaving the system (Kay & Friesen, 2011). We argue that the respective levels of 
identification with Europeans and other Iranians could provide insight into the extent 
that Iranian migrants consider themselves to be part of the new country’s society. 
Wiley (2013) shows that immigrants face the threat of being rejected by the native 
population, as well as by members of their own ingroup (i.e., other Iranian migrants). 
Whereas the former may lead to stronger identification with other immigrants, the 
latter might spur stronger identification with the new country (rejection-identification; 
Wiley, 2013). We expect that stronger identification with native Europeans or with 
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both native Europeans and Iranians, indicating better integration and more investment 
in the system, is related to increased system confidence. Conversely, identification with 
Iranians is expected to be associated with weaker system confidence.

SYSTEM CONFIDENCE AND 
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

An important reason to examine system confidence is that it provides an 
assessment of how people relate to the sociopolitical system that they are part of. 
One marker of citizens’ involvement in society is their political participation. Lower 
rates of voter turnout, or participation in street demonstrations can signal lower trust 
in political processes, or the perceived illegitimacy of the political elite (e.g., Norris, 
2011). Cichocka and colleagues (2017) have shown that system confidence influences 
people’s political participation, albeit not linearly. Based on several studies conducted 
in Poland and with World Value survey data from 50 countries worldwide, they show 
an ‘inverted-U’ effect: both very low and very high levels of system confidence are 
associated with reduced political participation. In other words, both those who think 
that the system is completely unresponsive to their needs and those who think the 
system functions very well, are less likely to engage in political action. For Iranian 
migrants, we expect the same logic to apply.  

METHODS
DATA COLLECTION AND PROCEDURE 

We used a cross-sectional survey to assess attitudes of Iranian migrants in 
eight Western European countries with the largest Iranian migrant populations: 
Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden, 
and Switzerland (see Appendix D for the complete questionnaire). In total, 935 
participants completed the questionnaire on the online survey platform Qualtrics. 
Participation in the questionnaire was completely voluntary and no incentives were 
given to the participants. The study was approved by the Faculty Ethics Assessment 
Committee at Utrecht University. Upon the respondents’ choice, the survey was 
presented in Farsi or one of the major languages of the European country of residence. 
Participants who indicated being equally comfortable in one of the native languages 
and Farsi were randomly allocated to either one of these to prevent possible bias 
stemming from language of the questionnaire (Barreto, Spears, Ellemers, & Shahinper, 
2003; see Table 6.1 for the distribution). The questionnaire was translated from the 
English version by native speakers, and pilot-tested in each country for language 
comprehensibility. 

TABLE 6.1 OVERVIEW OF THE DIFFERENT VERSIONS OF THE 
QUESTIONNAIRE AND THE NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS PER COUNTRY

Country

Number of 
participants 
per country

Number of participants for 
each language version

Austria 95 Farsi (91) German (4)  
Belgium 87 Farsi (70) Dutch (13) French (4)
France 95 Farsi (63) French (32)  
Germany 204 Farsi (167) German (37)  
The Netherlands 166 Farsi (128) Dutch (38)  
The United 
Kingdom 107 Farsi (75) English (32)  
Sweden 114 Farsi (93) Swedish (21)  
Switzerland 67 Farsi (55) German (9) French (1)

The data was collected between February and April 2016. The goal was to 
attract a substantial number of participants in each country, and post-hoc sensitivity 
analysis based on 23 predictors (see Table 6.4, N=935), using GPower software 
(Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009), shows an effect size f² = 0.024 (R² ≈ 0.24), 
non-centrality parameter λ = 22.54, and a critical F-value = 1.54. We mainly relied 
on online communities of the Iranian diaspora, which have been shown to be relatively 
diverse (Ghorashi & Boersma, 2009; Van den Bos, 2006). The link to the question-
naire was distributed through Facebook groups that were attended by the Iranian 
diaspora in each country. Other networks and means were used as well, including 
Twitter and e-mail. Additionally, the study was advertised through a paid banner on 
one of the biggest websites for the Iranian diaspora worldwide: www.kodoom.com. 
Each participant was asked to further distribute the survey in their Iranian diaspora 
network. We found that 80.7% of the participants found the questionnaire through 
Facebook and Twitter, 7.9% clicked on the advertisement, 6.1% of the participants 
received the link to the questionnaire via e-mail, 2.0% through other ways, and 0.5% 
via weblogs. 

SAMPLE 
Because we used an online survey with convenience sampling, we provide additional 

descriptive statistics detailing our sample (see Table 6.2). As expected, younger and higher 
educated people are over-represented and more men than women participated. The 
participants by and large indicated that they either could cope, or live comfortably on their 
current income. However, there was still a substantial number of participants indicating it 
was difficult or very difficult to cope on the current income. Especially in light of the very 
high level of education, this could indicate some disparity between education level and 
perceived financial situation for some of the participants in our sample.
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TABLE 6.2 SUMMARY STATISTICS OF THE SAMPLE OF IRANIAN MIGRANTS

Variable name M (SD) Percentage
Gender (Female) 40.3
Age 35.38 (9.69)
Reason migration

Studies 39.5
Work 10.6
Political reasons 24.4
Family 14.1
Other 11.5

Years in [country] 8.45 (8.75
Born in Iran 96
Legal Status

Permanent residency 43.9
Temporary residence: 
work or studies 31
Seeking asylum 14.1

Migrating back to Iran
(Very) Likely 20
Somewhat (un)likely/ 
neither unlikely nor likely 28.2
(Very) Unlikely 51.8

Subjective income
Living comfortably 30.4
Coping 40.5
Difficult 16.9
Very difficult 8.0

Education (ref: high school or lower)
PhD 35.4
Master 29.5
Bachelor 15.4
High School or lower 18.2

Religious Affiliation
Non-affilitated 36.8
Muslim 32.3
Christian 8
Other 7.1
Would rather not say 11.7

Most of the participants had migrated to Western Europe for their studies or 
for political reasons. These numbers were relatively similar across the eight different 
countries, although in France a relatively high number of participants indicated 
migrating for their studies (64.4%). In the Netherlands (37.3%) and Belgium (34.9%), 
political reasons rather than educational reasons were the most important factor for 
emigrating from Iran. On average, participants lived in the European country for less 
than nine years at the time of data collection (see Table 6.2). Nearly all participants 
were born in Iran and 20% indicated being likely or very likely to return to Iran in 
the future. In terms of religious affiliation, most participants indicated having none or 
considered themselves to be Muslim.

MEASURES 
SYSTEM CONFIDENCE 

Following Cichocka and colleagues (2017), we used the general System 
Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 2003), adapted to the Western European country of 
residence, to assess the current level of system confidence. This scale consists of eight 
items scored on a scale ranging from 1 (disagree completely) to 7 (agree completely). 
Examples of the items are “In general, I find society to be fair” and “In general, the 
[European country’s] political system operates as it should”. Two items (Society needs 
to be radically restructured and Our society is getting worse every year) were reverse 
scored. In each country, all items loaded on one factor. The reliability of the scale was 
good (α=0.85; range across countries = 0.80-0.87). 

IDEOLOGY 
We used left-right self-placement as an indicator for political ideology, asking 

participants to place themselves on a scale ranging from 1 (right) to 10 (left): “In 
politics people sometimes talk of “left” and “right”. Where would you place your views 
on this scale?” We reversed the endpoints of this specific scale in order to make it 
correspond to the visual location on the screen when completing the questionnaire in 
Farsi. 

EFFICACY 
We measured both individual and group political efficacy by asking participants 

to what extent “my participation in politics can have an impact on public policy in this 
country” and “organized groups of people can have an impact on public policy in 
this country”, respectively. We used a scale ranging from 1 (disagree completely) to 7 
(agree completely).

PERCEIVED STABILITY 
Using the same 7-point scale, we included two items (r=0.43) to assess partici-

pants’ perceived stability of the relations between different groups in society. The items 
were: “To what extent do you think that the differences between power and status 
between groups in [country] are difficult to change”, and “To what extent do you think 
that the differences between power and status between groups in [country] will remain 
stable over time.”
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LENGTH OF RESIDENCY 
We asked participants for how many years they have lived in the current European 

country that they live in. 

DISADVANTAGE AND SOCIAL IDENTITY THREAT 
First, on a 5-point scale (ranging from “disagree completely” to “agree 

completely”), we asked about the social status of Iranian migrants to assess their 
experience of disadvantage: “I think Iranian migrants are disadvantaged in [country] 
society in terms of social status.” Using the same scale, we also assessed the experi-
ence of threat among Iranian migrants in Western Europe with statements representing 
different kinds of social identity threat (Branscombe et al., 1999). We measured 
categorization threat (“I think that [Europeans] see me first and foremost as a migrant” 
and “I think that most [Europeans] see me as an Arab migrant”), perceived cultural 
value threat (“I feel that my cultural values are not appreciated by [Europeans]”), 
realistic economic threat (“I often feel that as an Iranian migrant, it is harder to find 
a job in [country]”), and overt discrimination (“I often feel discriminated because of 
my Iranian background”). A different form of social identity threat for immigrants is 
that they may not be accepted by other Iranian migrants, which we measured with 
the following item: “Other Iranian migrants do not consider me to be part of their 
group”. Factor analysis in each country showed that despite the theoretical differences 
between these types of social identity threat, all but one item loaded on one factor. All 
items, except for being rejected by fellow Iranian migrants (ingroup threat), showed 
factor loadings above 0.50 in each country. We decided to create a scale for social 
identity threat based on all items except for ingroup threat. The reliability of this scale 
was sufficient (α = 0.77; range between countries = 0.72-0.79). 

SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION 
We measured identity centrality (Cameron, 2004) on a scale ranging from 1 

(disagree completely) to 5 (agree completely), asking participants to what extent 
being [European nationality], Iranian, or both [European nationality] and Iranian “are 
important parts of how I see myself.” We adapted the European nationality for the 
different questionnaires in each country (e.g., German, Swedish).

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION INTENTIONS 
To assess intentions to participate in political action, we asked how likely it was 

that they would vote, sign a petition, participate in a public demonstration, contact 
a politician, donate money for a political activity, or use violent forms of action with 
the goal of improving the position of Iranian migrants in the European country of 
residence. The scale ranged from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely). The different 
forms of political participation loaded on one factor, except for the violent form of 
political action. Therefore, we created a scale based on the five other forms of political 
participation, which proved to be reliable (α = 0.85). 

CONTROL VARIABLES 
We controlled for gender (male, female, other), age, and education level obtained 

or currently enrolled in (PhD, Master, Bachelor, High School/Some degree or lower).  

RESULTS
 With the various countries included in this study differing in terms of their 

sociopolitical system, we expected country level differences in the level of system 
confidence. However, looking at the mean levels of system confidence per country (see 
Table 6.3), we see that with the exception of France and to a lesser extent Belgium, 
all six other countries show a relatively similar mean level of perceived fairness of the 
sociopolitical system. The average level of system confidence among Iranian migrants is 
high compared to the average that is typically reported in the literature. In an overview 
of studies using the same system justification scale, the ratio between the observed mean 
and the scale range was between 0.30 and 0.63 (Cichocka & Jost, 2014)(1). Our study 
shows an average ratio of 0.63, with Switzerland scoring highest (0.68) and France 
scoring lowest (0.54). The latter is still high compared to previous findings, indicating that 
the Iranian migrants in our study generally perceive the system to be fair.

1   We are aware that the ratio between the mean score and the range of the scale is not 
a completely accurate method to account for difference in scales. Nonetheless, with 
the majority of studies in the Cichocka and Jost, 2014 overview use either 1-9 or 1-7 
scales, we still consider the comparison between ratios meaningful.  

TABLE 6.3 MEAN LEVEL OF SYSTEM CONFIDENCE IN EACH COUNTRY

Country N
System confidence 
mean (SD)

Political Participation 
Intentions (SD)

Austria 95 4.55 (1.11) 4.35 (1.56)
Belgium 87 4.01 (1.15) 4.55 (1.50)
Switzerland 67 4.78 (1.05) 4.37 (1.43)
France 95 3.81 (1.03) 4.81 (1.50)
Germany 204 4.60 (1.07) 4.58 (1.44)
Netherlands 166 4.41 (1.11) 4.60 (1.44)
United Kingdom 107 4.29 (1.16) 4.46 (1.63)
Sweden 114 4.60 (1.13) 4.49 (1.52)

Overall 935     4.40 (1.13)    4.54 (1.50)

It is noteworthy that, on average, Iranian migrants in our sample consider 
themselves relatively left-wing politically (M = 7.02, SD = 2.53, scale 1-10) and not 
very disadvantaged as a group (M = 2.62, SD = 1.08, scale 1-5, see Table 6.4). On 
the same 1-5 scale, they identify mostly as Iranian (M = 4.11, SD = 1.05) rather than as 
European (M = 2.96, SD = 1.21) or as having both identities (M = 3.55, SD = 1.18). 
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TABLE 6.4  MEANS AND CORRELATIONS (PAIRWISE DELETION) 
OF SYSTEM CONFIDENCE AND ALL PREDICTOR VARIABLES. 

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1.  System 
Confidence

4.40 
(1.13) -

2.  Political  Ideology 
7.02 

(2.53) - 0.09* -

3.  Individual  Efficacy
4.68 

(1.69)   0.23***   0.07 -

4.  Group  Efficacy
5.26 

(1.45)   0.20***   0.15***   0.61*** -

5.  Stability
3.94 

(1.18) - 0.29*** - 0.02 - 0.07* - 0.09** -
6.  Years in [country] 

(1-36)
8.45 

(8.75) - 0.12*** - 0.07   0.03 - 0.03   0.09** -
7.  Relative 

Disadvantage
2.62 

(1.08) - 0.26***   0.02 - 0.12*** - 0.11**   0.15*** - 0.07* -
8.  Social Identity 

Threat
3.19 

(0.78) - 0.34***   0.14*** - 0.08* - 0.06   0.21*** - 0.08*   0.38*** -

9.  Ingroup  Threat
2.58 

(1.00) - 0.11** - 0.04 - 0.08* - 0.06   0.06 - 0.12***   0.15***   0.25*** -
10  [European] 

Identification 
2.96 

(1.21)   0.17*** - 0.14***   0.13***   0.01 - 0.04   0.19*** - 0.07* - 0.10**   0.01 -
11.  Iranian 

Identification
4.11 

(1.05)   0.06 - 0.06   0.02   0.08* - 0.00 - 0.06 - 0.06*   0.13*** - 0.01   0.03 -

12.  Dual  dentification
3.55 

(1.18)   0.16*** - 0.10**   0.16***   0.12***   0.01   0.18*** - 0.13*** - 0.06 - 0.05   0.58***   0.31***

NOTE: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001.  N=935, EXCEPT FOR IDEOLOGY 
(N=688) AND NUMBERS OF YEARS IN EUROPE (N=917). SCALES: 1-7, 
EXCEPT FOR POLITICAL IDEOLOGY (1, RIGHT- 10, LEFT), SOCIAL IDENTITY 
THREAT, DISADVANTAGE, AND IDENTIFICATION (ALL 1-5).  
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The bivariate relations between system confidence and its antecedents are 
generally weak. The largest correlations are between system confidence and stability 
in intergroup relations (r (935) = -0.29, p < 0.001) and social identity threat (r(935) 
= -0.34, p < 0.001), suggesting that especially less stability and less experience of 
threat are associated with having more confidence in the system. Despite the weak 
correlations, we note some interesting patterns in how people relate to the system. 
Identification with both Iranians and the native European population does not seem to 
be a ‘risk’ for system fairness perceptions, as signaled by a positive association with 
system confidence (r(935) = 0.16, p < 0.001). Identifying more strongly as Iranian 
is not significantly related to fairness perceptions of the system (r(935) = 0.06, p = 
0.05). Unsurprisingly, living in Europe for longer is related to stronger identification 
with the native European population (r(917) = 0.19, p < 0.001), but the experience of 
discrimination (r(917) = -0.07, p = 0.03) and difficulties finding employment (r(917) = 
-0.10, p < 0.01) do not seem to diminish over time. 

 ANTECEDENTS OF 
SYSTEM CONFIDENCE

To examine the predictors of system confidence among Iranian migrants in 
Western-Europe, we conducted an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 
analysis with country dummies in all models and robust standard errors to account 
for differences in standard errors between the eight different countries (Gelman & 
Hill, 2006; see Appendix D for the coefficients of the country dummies). In the first 
model, we included the known predictors of system confidence (See Table 6.5). Next, 
we added the predictors specific to system confidence among immigrants, namely 
the number of years in the destination country and the different forms of threat and 
disadvantage (model 2). The three different identification measures were added in 
model 3 and in the final model we added gender, age, and education level as control 
variables. We found indications that the substantial number of missing observations 
on the political ideology measure (n=247) was not missing completely at random (see 
Appendix D). Therefore, we conducted multiple imputation under the assumption of 
missing at random (following Poleto, Singer, & Paulino, 2011; see Appendix D for the 
complete case analysis that yields similar results). 

TABLE 6.5 OLS REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF PREDICTORS OF 
SYSTEM CONFIDENCE AMONG IRANIAN MIGRANTS IN WESTERN 
EUROPE (N=935, POOLED ESTIMATES FROM 50 MULTIPLY 
IMPUTED DATASETS, ROBUST STANDARD ERRORS). 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variable 
name B (SE B) B (SE B) B (SE B) B (SE B)

Constant  5.08 (0.22)*** 6.45 (0.26)*** 5.81 (0.29)*** 6.01 (0.35)***

Left-right 
ideology -0.07 (0.02)*** -0.06 (0.01)*** -0.05 (0.02)** -0.04 (0.02)**

Individual 
efficacy  0.11 (0.03)***  0.09 (0.03)**  0.08 (0.03)**  0.07 (0.03)**

Group efficacy  0.09 (0.03)*  0.07 (0.03)*  0.07 (0.03)*  0.07 (0.03)*

Stability -0.24 (0.03)*** -0.17 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)***

Years in 
[country] -0.01 (0.00)*** -0.02 (0.00)*** -0.02 (0.00)**

Relative 
disadvantage -0.14 (0.03)*** -0.12 (0.03)*** -0.12 (0.03)***

Social identity 
threat -0.36 (0.05)*** -0.36 (0.05)*** -0.37 (0.05)***

Ingroup threat -0.02 (0.03) -0.02 (0.03) -0.02 (0.03)

Identification 
[Europeans]  0.10 (0.03)**  0.10 (0.03)**

Identification 
Iranians  0.05 (0.03)  0.05 (0.03) 
Dual 
identification  0.04 (0.03)  0.04 (0.03)

Gender -0.13 (0.06)*

Age -0.00 (0.00)
Education (ref: 
high school 
or lower)

PhD -0.13 (0.11)
Master -0.01 (0.11)
Bachelor -0.11 (0.10)

R² 0.20 0.30 0.32 0.33

NOTES: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001. ADJUSTED FOR COUNTRIES (SEE APPENDIX 
D FOR THE COUNTRY COEFFICIENTS). REFERENCE GROUP FOR EDUCATION: 
HIGH SCHOOL OR LOWER. GENDER: FEMALE IS CODED AS 1, MALE AS 0.  
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The known predictors of system justification beliefs explain a substantial part 
(R² = 0.14, omitting the effects of the country dummies) of the variance in system 
confidence among Iranian migrants. Between the different models, only the effect of 
stability in intergroup relations decreases substantially after adding the migrant specific 
predictors. In the final model, stronger right-wing political ideology was associated 
with stronger system confidence (B = -0.04, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01), as well as higher 
individual (B = 0.07, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01), and group political efficacy (B = 0.07, SE = 
0.03, p = 0.02). The finding that more stability in intergroup relations is related to less 
system confidence (B = -0.16, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001), supports our expectation that 
social mobility is desirable for Iranian migrants. 

The social and political system is seen as fairer among Iranian migrants who 
migrated to their current European country of residence more recently (B = -0.02, SE 
= 0.005, p = 0.001). Feeling disadvantaged as an Iranian migrant (B = -0.12, SE = 
0.03, p < 0.001) and social identity threat (B = -0.37, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001) relate 
negatively to system confidence. Ingroup threat (B = -0.02, SE = 0.03, p = 0.48) does 
not relate to system confidence. The different migrant specific factors together explain 
an additional 10% of the variance in system confidence and the effects do not differ 
markedly between models two and four. 

We found support for our expectation that identification with the native European 
population contributes to system confidence (B = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01), and it 
is noteworthy that identification as Iranian did not decrease system confidence (B = 
0.05, SE = 0.03, p = 0.11). Finally, adding the control variables did not bring about 
substantial changes in the effects of the other predictors. 

SYSTEM CONFIDENCE AND 
POLITICAL (IN)ACTION

The zero-order correlation between system confidence and intentions to engage 
in political action to improve the position of Iranian migrants is close to zero (r (933) 
= 0.04, p = 0.21). Unsurprisingly, a regression analysis with robust standard errors 
(N=921) shows that system confidence was not associated with political participation 
intentions (b = 0.07, p = 0.15), adjusted for age, gender, education level, and the 
country of residence. However, including the quadratic term for system confidence 
reveals a curvilinear effect of system confidence on political participation intentions 
(see Figure 6.1). Higher system confidence is associated with increased political 
participation intentions (b = 0.68, p = 0.01) but these intentions decrease when system 
confidence is too high (squared term, b = -0.07, p = 0.02; See Table 6.6). These 
findings support the curvilinear effect of system confidence on political participation 
(Cichocka et al., 2017). However, the effects we observed are very small in size, the 
total model including the control variables explains around 2% of the variance in 
political participation intentions. 

TABLE 6.6 REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 
INTENTIONS AMONG IRANIAN MIGRANTS IN WESTERN 
EUROPE (N=921, ROBUST STANDARD ERRORS)

 Model 

Variable name B (SE B)

Constant  2.84 (0.61)***

System confidence  0.68 (0.27)*

System confidence squared -0.07 (0.03)*

Gender -0.13 (0.10)

Age  0.01 (0.01)

Education (ref: high school or lower)

PhD -0.13 (0.17)

Master  0.01 (0.15)

Bachelor -0.01 (0.14)

R² 0.02

NOTES: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001. ADJUSTED FOR 
COUNTRIES.  REFERENCE GROUP FOR EDUCATION: HIGH SCHOOL 
OR LOWER. GENDER: FEMALE IS CODED AS 1, MALE AS 0.  
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Figure 6.1: Intentions for political participation among Iranian migrants in Western 
Europe as a function of system confidence (other variables kept constant at their 
mean).

DISCUSSION
 In this research, we examined the factors that play a role in the extent to which 

Iranian migrants see the sociopolitical system of the Western European country they 
migrated to as fair. We argued that the level of system confidence for migrants can 
be an outcome of a motivated process of inflating the fairness of the system, but can 
also be shaped by their possible experiences of discrimination and disadvantage, 
and their relation to the new country of residence. We found that, on average, the 
highly educated group of Iranian migrants in our sample showed relatively high 
levels of system confidence. However, feeling disadvantaged relative to the native 
European population, experiencing social identity threat, a lack of political influence, 
and general perceived stability in intergroup relations all decreased the fairness of 
the system. Overall, there was a lower level of system confidence among Iranian 
migrants who resided in the European country for longer. In line with the association 
between system justification and conservatism (e.g., Jost et al., 2003), we found that 
political right-wing ideology was related to stronger system confidence. Finally, we 
found support for the curvilinear association between system confidence and political 
participation intentions (Cichocka et al., 2017), with both very high and very low 
levels of system confidence making political participation more likely. However, system 
confidence only seems to play a very minor role in political participation intentions of 
Iranian migrants in Western-Europe.  

An important limitation to our study is that with the cross-sectional design, we 
cannot draw any firm conclusions about the causal influence of the predictors of 
system confidence that our study revealed. Previous research suggests that justification 
of the system can be a way to cope with uncertainty and threat (e.g., Lau et al., 2008) 
but especially for migrants, it is conceivable that discrimination or disadvantage are 
at least partially blamed on an unfair system. Despite the lack of causal inference, we 
think that assessing the level of system confidence in itself is important. Banfield and 
colleagues (2011) showed that only people who have low levels of system confidence, 
are more likely to justify the system in response to threat. The high level of system 
confidence among Iranian migrants in our study shows that currently there is little 
room to inflate the fairness of the system even more. This could imply that other forms 
of coping with threat might be needed when Iranian migrants experience additional 
difficulties in society. An obvious avenue for further investigation of these possibilities is 
to experimentally test the influence of the different social identity threats we measured, 
and possibly compare the process of system justification between short- and long-term 
migrants.

We found that system confidence decreased slightly when the length of residence 
in Western-Europe increased. Nearly all the participants in our study were born in 
Iran, indicating that the decrease in system confidence is not caused by a difference 
in being first- or second-generation migrant, and there is no clear indication in our 
data that recent migration was driven by different factors compared to migration 
several decades ago. Therefore, we think that the higher levels of system confidence 
among recent migrants —similar to research on political trust (Michelson, 2003) — can 
be partially ascribed to contrasting the current system to Iran’s system and possibly 
rationalizing the act of migrating to another country. Adding to research on political 
trust, however, system confidence captures a broader fairness perception of both the 
social and political system. This is signaled by our finding that for Iranian migrants who 
have lived in Europe longer, identification with Europeans increases, but at the same 
time difficulties with finding employment and experiencing discrimination — inhibiting 
system confidence— remain. 

Our study provides one of the first assessments of how system confidence among 
migrants is shaped and caution is needed in generalizing these findings. The Iranian 
migrants in our sample were mostly young and highly educated. Migration can be 
motivated by vastly different factors. For refugees escaping political violence or for 
people migrating to a neighboring European country for a job, the psychology of 
migrating will be immensely different. For the latter, cultural differences might be so 
small, for example, that they do not play a profound role in system confidence. To 
better understand how the system fairness perceptions of migrants are shaped, future 
endeavors should focus on comparing different groups of migrants, ideally using 
representative samples. The antecedents of system confidence that we studied can 
provide a general framework for these future studies, to which factors stemming from 
the idiosyncrasies of each specific group of migrants can be added. Additionally, 
different consequences of system confidence can be taken into account. We found 
that, although we replicated the curvilinear effect of system confidence on political 
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participation intentions (Cichocka et al., 2017), system confidence seems to play only 
a very minor role in Iranian migrants’ political participation. Different outcomes of 
increased system confidence should therefore be considered in future research as well, 
for example civic engagement or involvement in civil society.  

In an increasingly globalized world, it is important to understand legitimacy and 
fairness perceptions of a system among all inhabitants of a country. As a first inquiry 
into the system confidence of migrants, we think that our study provides an important 
initial step in understanding how both group and system level factors play a role 
in the psychology of being a migrant. The specific challenges and strain related to 
being a migrant might be blamed on the sociopolitical system, but the experience of 
opportunity after moving to a new country can contribute to fairness perceptions of the 
new country of residence. 
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The aim of this dissertation was to provide a social psychological investigation 
of political inaction. Only a small and non-representative share of citizens in most 
democracies regularly engages in political actions other than voting, such as street 
demonstrations or strikes. Throughout different democracies and across several 
decades, research consistently finds that citizens with lower socio-economic status are 
less likely to engage in political action (e.g., Armingeon & Schadel, 2015; Gallego, 
2007; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). Yet, social psychological research on 
collective action disproportionately focuses on those who are politically active. The 
different chapters of this dissertation show that political inaction is not merely a lack 
of motivation to become active, but sometimes relates to additional psychological 
processes. People can, for example, rationalize inaction by changing their attitude 
about societal issues rather than becoming politically active. Additionally, several 
aspects of the social context, ranging from people’s social networks, social movements, 
the current government, to the historical context can influence why people feel that 
political action is fruitless. 

Chapter 2 aimed to revive scholarly interest in social creativity: a strategy 
described in social identity theory that, despite its relevance for persistent stability 
in intergroup relations, has not received much empirical and theoretical attention 
since it was introduced several decades ago. We proposed a dynamic approach 
to the social structure of intergroup relations in order to understand how social 
creativity can contribute to persistent inequality and political inaction. This dynamic 
approach — meaning that intergroup relations cannot only make people engage in 
social competition and social creativity, but that engaging in social competition and 
social creativity also shapes intergroup relations— provides a theoretical contribution 
to understanding social change. We also highlighted how this approach allows for 
studying the different roles that higher- and lower-status groups can have in main-
taining the status quo in intergroup relations. Additionally, we discussed how system 
justification theory can play a similar role to social creativity in maintaining the status 
quo, but that the different motivations underlying these two processes might sometimes 
lead to different downstream effects. 

In Chapter 3 we explored the social psychological explanations for political 
inaction in 26 focus group discussions conducted in Brazil, Hungary, and the 
Netherlands. We found that across all of these discussions, in all three countries, 
discussing political inaction created a norm that political inaction is problematic for 
democracies. A lack of political efficacy was a core theme in the discussions. In Brazil, 
corrupt politicians and a lack of civic education were blamed for this lack of efficacy. 
In Hungary, the civic and political culture were blamed, whereas the distance to 
politicians and unresponsive governments were connected to political inefficacy in 
the Netherlands. This chapter showed the specific influence of the sociopolitical and 
historical context in how explanations for political inaction were given. Moreover, 
it showed that attitudes about political inaction could be volatile, depending on the 
opinions of other focus group participants. We noted how people could sometimes 
take different roles in the focus group discussions and change their explanations for 
political inaction accordingly. 

CHAPTER 7 
GENERAL 

DISCUSSION
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Chapter 4 provides an empirical investigation of the role of self-categorization 
in how people cope with social inequality. In the context of discriminatory police 
violence in the United States of America, we tested how salience of one’s unique 
individuality, ethnic ingroup membership, being American, or of the American socio-
political system influenced whether and how people coped with threat stemming from 
inequality. We did not find any conclusive evidence for the role of self-categorization 
in how people cope with threat. Making salient the Black American ingroup seemed 
to work empowering. Black Americans in this condition were less likely to blame the 
police or downplay how bad police violence against Black Americans is nowadays 
compared to several years ago. However, other levels of self-categorization were not 
systematically associated with different coping responses. Confirming earlier findings, 
negative emotions, such as anger, were associated with collective action intentions. 
The different types of rationalizations of the issue of prejudiced police violence —social 
creativity strategies and justification of the system— were consistently associated with 
positive emotions, such as pride. Whereas our findings provide some suggestion that 
these rationalizations of societal inequality can help in maintaining positive affect, the 
exact role of self-categorization in political action versus inaction needs additional 
investigation.

The interplay between the meso-level of social movement organizations and 
individual attitudes was the focus of Chapter 5. It examines a potential reason why 
people remain politically inactive: if the goals that citizens want to achieve and that 
social movements strive for, do not match. This seems to be the case in the province 
of Groningen, in the Netherlands, that is affected by earthquakes induced by gas 
extraction, and where we conducted this study. Very few people had joined a social 
movement organization. The findings suggest that although people found financial 
compensation for damages caused by the earthquakes important, this did not motivate 
them to join the social movement. Only collective goals of reducing gas extraction —to 
address a shared grievance— and influencing policy makers —to address deprivation 
compared to others— motivated them to join the social movement. 

In the final empirical chapter, Chapter 6, we investigated different factors that 
contribute to a feeling of system confidence among Iranian migrants in Western 
Europe, and how system confidence was associated with intentions for political 
action. The focus group discussions reported on in Chapter 3 highlighted the role of 
the sociopolitical system in feelings of political efficacy. In this study, we found that 
especially feelings of efficacy contributed to the overall high level of system confi-
dence among Iranian migrants in Europe. However, the experience of threat or feeling 
disadvantaged as a migrant were associated with lower levels of system confidence. 
Additionally, a longer residence in Europe was associated with decreased system 
confidence. The association between system confidence and intentions for political 
action was very weak. Previous research has found a curvilinear effect: people are 
less likely to engage in political action when system confidence is either very high or 
very low. Although we did find some support for this idea, the effect size is rather small. 

CONVERGENT AND 
DIVERGENT FINDINGS ON 
POLITICAL INACTION

The different chapters of this dissertation all provide insight into the social 
psychology of political inaction, using different methodologies, theories, and societal 
contexts. The dissertation as a whole, therefore, provides a social psychological investi-
gation of political inaction, not the social psychology of political inaction. Nonetheless, 
there are several commonalities in the findings of the different chapters. This suggests 
that some mechanisms or factors play a role in political inaction regardless of the 
specific context or method of investigation. 

POLITICAL EFFICACY 
What difference would just one vote make? Why would you join a protest when 

the government will not listen to any demands anyway? It is not surprising that a 
lack of political efficacy constitutes a core reason for political inaction. Research 
consistently finds that efficacy is crucial in whether people are motivated to engage in 
collective action (e.g., Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). The various findings 
on political efficacy in this dissertation suggest that a more fine-grained conceptual-
ization of political efficacy is needed to predict why people do, or do not, engage in 
political action. In the focus group discussions in Chapter 3, for example, participants 
discussed both the effectiveness of different strategies but also how effective their own 
engagement in political action would be. This distinction corroborates findings from 
Van Zomeren, Saguy, and Schellhaas (2013) that suggest that collective action is 
predicted by “participative efficacy” —the belief that one’s own participation makes 
a difference in achieving collective goals through collective efforts— over and above 
individual and group efficacy. Another aspect of the meaning of efficacy concerns 
the desired outcomes of political action. Hornsey and colleagues (2006) argued that 
perceived effectiveness of collective actions extends beyond influencing policy-makers 
and can include expressing values or influencing public opinion. Especially the 
different goals that we examined in Chapter 5 corroborate this idea: influencing 
policy-makers was only one of the reasons to join a social movement organization.

Regarding political inaction, several chapters of this dissertation provide reasons 
why people experience that change is unlikely, why they feel politically inefficacious. 
In several cases, these reasons extend beyond previous findings on why certain 
types of political action are deemed effective or not (e.g., Hornsey et al., 2006). 
Especially in the focus group discussions (Chapter 3), participants linked feelings of 
inefficacy to unresponsive governments. This is related to the finding in Chapter 6 that 
Iranian migrants experience greater confidence in the sociopolitical system when they 
experience more political efficacy. Chapter 5 provides an additional reason for why 
people might feel that engagement in political action will not bring about the change 
they want. When an existing social movement does not strive for the things that citizens 
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want to achieve, joining that movement might seem futile. As concluded in Chapter 3, 
examining why people experience a lack of efficacy or who they blame for a lack of 
efficacy is crucial in understanding political inaction.

CAPTURING SOCIAL CREATIVITY 
Social creativity is one of the main theoretical concepts in this dissertation. We 

tried to revive scholarly interest in social creativity with the theoretical Chapter 2, used 
focus groups to explore how people use it to explain political inaction in Chapter 3, 
and measured it as one way of coping with inequality in our experiment in Chapter 
4. Despite these attempts, much more work is needed to understand how employing 
social creativity does, or does not, contribute to political inaction. Overall, there 
seems to be a discrepancy between the important role social creativity could play in 
theory (Chapter 2), the sparseness of observed explanations for political inaction that 
resembled social creativity when people were not prompted to do so (Chapter 3), 
and how common it seems to be —at face-value— to downplay or rationalize certain 
issues or grievances. Perhaps it is still more cognitively demanding to employ social 
creativity strategies compared to simply pointing out why political action is fruitless. 
However, measurement of social creativity could have also played a role in how 
commonly we observed social creativity strategies.    

A key challenge in capturing social creativity is how to measure it. Mummendey, 
Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, and Blanz (1999) have shown that measuring social creativity 
is not always easy in real-life contexts. Despite generally finding support for social 
identity theory’s predictions about when people employ specific social identity 
management strategies, they did not find an association between social creativity 
and stability, permeability, and legitimacy. This shows how difficult it can be to 
capture social creativity strategies; they might be very specific to certain intergroup 
comparisons or other contextual factors. In the focus group discussions (Chapter 
3), we did observe some explanations for political inaction that resembled social 
creativity (e.g., ‘we are still better off in the Netherlands compared to many other 
countries’). However, it was impossible to assess how this stemmed from the focus 
group participants’ identification with certain groups, nor was it always clear whether 
people rationalized their own inaction or the inaction of other groups in society. The 
quantitative measurement of social creativity in Chapter 4 showed the different social 
creativity strategies were consistently associated with positive emotions, positively 
related to system justification and negatively related to collective action intentions. 
Although only correlational, this provides some support for earlier research showing 
that social creativity generally inhibits collective action (Becker, 2012). The positive 
association between the group-based strategy of social creativity and system justifica-
tion, however, warrants additional research: is there a general tendency of people to 
rationalize certain issues, regardless of whether this is group- or system-based? 

INTEGRATIVE APPROACHES TO THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 
The social psychological investigation of political inaction provided in this disserta-

tion encompasses the influence of several aspects of the social context. The theoretical 
chapter on social creativity (Chapter 2) concerns the social structure of intergroup 
relations. In the focus groups (Chapter 3), participants in the discussions brought up 
various arguments about the influence of the sociopolitical and historical context in 
explaining political inaction, while at the same time being influenced by the intragroup 
dynamics of discussing politics. The meso-level of social movement organizations is 
central in Chapter 5 and the broader sociopolitical system is examined in Chapter 
6. This variety in what constitutes the social context corresponds to different method-
ological and theoretical approaches to political inaction. However, some integration 
of these different perspectives is needed to allow for a better understanding of why 
people remain politically inactive. 

Chapter 4 provides an attempt at integrating different theoretical perspectives 
on political (in)action through self-categorization, the idea that people’s self-concept 
contains several layers that can differ in importance (Turner, 1985). We did not find 
clear support for the role of self-categorization. However, additional research is 
needed to ascertain whether this means that self-categorization is simply not asso-
ciated with different coping responses to societal issues, or that our manipulation of 
self-categorization was unsuccessful. Theoretically, the concept of self-categorization 
remains interesting as a starting point towards theoretical integration, but the effect of 
self-categorization only pertains to possible changes in subjective perceptions of the 
social context. Objective, structural differences between contexts should also be taken 
into account in an integrative approach to political inaction. This call largely follows 
Van Zomeren’s (2016) rationale for expanding the scope of social psychological 
research on political action by examining institutional features of the social context in 
addition to personal and interpersonal features. The focus group discussions reported 
on in Chapter 3 of this dissertation provide initial clues in how institutional features, as 
well as the historical context can play a role in explaining political (in)action. 
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 
DIRECTIONS IN THE STUDY 
OF POLITICAL INACTION

The social psychological approach to political inaction in this dissertation means a 
focus on how interpretations of the social context are associated with political inaction. 
Although this offers interesting psychological insights, it is not without limitations. One 
limitation, inherent to the social psychological focus on attitudes and intentions, is 
the exact of meaning of different forms of political participation. More specifically, 
Chapters 4 and 6 use different items to measure people’s intentions to engage in 
various forms of political action. In both chapters, the measures load on one factor and 
together form a reliable scale of political action intentions. The findings show that when 
intentions are measured, people do not seem to care very much about the specific 
form of political action. People who indicate that they would like to sign a petition are 
also more likely to cast their vote in an election. As a result, political action intentions 
are assessed as an average of all these different forms of participation. Conceptually, 
this is problematic. Looking at actual political behavior, voting is much more common 
than other forms of political participation. Voting has fewer psychological and 
structural barriers to overcome compared to, for example, joining a street demon-
stration. Measuring the intentions, however, seems to miss these specific attributes of 
different modes of political participation. For both the study of political action and 
political inaction, new measures of political participation might better predict future 
behavior compared to political participation intentions. For example, adding structural 
or complicating factors to each mode of political participation might give a more 
realistic estimate of intentions. Instead of asking “how likely are you to participate in 
a street demonstration”, one could ask “how likely is it that you would participate in a 
street demonstration that takes place 2 hours traveling away”. Additionally, behavioral 
measures might provide a better measure of political (in)action. Especially people’s 
willingness to sign a certain petition could be directly observed rather than measuring 
intentions.

A second limitation of the research conducted for this dissertation concerns the 
sampling of participants. Arguably the most important reason why political inaction 
is problematic in society is that it can hinder representation of lower-status groups in 
society. To some extent, the current studies rely on diverse participants, considering 
psychology’s predominant use of highly educated, younger, American or Western, 
white participants (e.g., Gosling, Sandy, John, & Potter, 2010; Rand, Martingano, & 
Ginges, 2018). Getting the perspectives of Brazilian, Hungarian, and Dutch citizens in 
the focus group discussions, Iranian migrants in various European countries, and Black 
Americans added to the richness and scope of our findings. However, it remains the 
question whether our samples adequately captured the voices of the disadvantaged, 
politically inactive groups we were interested in. Black Americans in Chapter 4 are 
relatively worse off than White Americans, as were the Iranian migrants —in some 

aspects— compared to native Europeans (Chapter 6). Similarly, the community sample 
in Chapter 5 by-and-large faced the negative consequences of earthquakes. In all 
these cases, however, people might be disadvantaged compared to others in some 
aspects, but still not perceive their situation as specifically dire overall. Future research 
on political inaction is served by trying to extend the pool of participants by trying 
to reach citizens that might not show any interest in participating in studies, just like 
they might not be interested in participating in political action. Additionally, future 
research could sample participants from more countries than in the studies reported in 
this dissertation. Having a substantial number of different countries in one study would 
allow for comparative research on political inaction that systematically takes into 
account variation in, for example, institutional political factors.

All findings of this dissertation stem from cross-sectional data. As concluded 
in especially Chapters 2 and 3, future research on political inaction could benefit 
greatly from using longitudinal designs. The barriers to participate might be the highest 
for those people who have no prior experience with political action. It might take 
exceptional, sudden grievances to turn non-protesters into protesters —for example an 
accident with a nuclear power plant (Walsh, 1981). First-time protest is also more likely 
when the protest event is large, and when people are already in the right networks that 
alert them about protest events (Verhulst & Walgrave, 2009). Longitudinal research 
is the most straightforward way to examine the shift from political inaction to political 
action (and vice versa). 

Some research on political action has shown changes in social identity (e.g., Drury 
& Reicher, 2000; Klandermans, Sabucedo, Rodriguez, & De Weerd, 2002) and 
emotions (Tausch & Becker, 2013) in relation to collective action. For political inaction, 
especially the causes and consequences of different types of rationalizations should 
be the main subject of longitudinal research. As discussed in Chapter 2, employing 
social creativity or justifying the sociopolitical system might help people cope with their 
disadvantaged position, but is likely to sustain political inaction. It would be important 
to assess to what extent employment of various rationalizations of inaction might 
make people less aware of opportunities to engage in political action, or reduce their 
motivation to search for opportunities to participate in political action. By assessing 
these processes over time, the social psychological underpinnings of sustained political 
apathy and a lack of political interest could be better understood. An additional 
reason to employ longitudinal research is the volatility in people’s attitudes towards 
political (in)action. The focus group discussions in Chapter 3 show how people can 
change their opinion based on arguments made by others. Studying how these 
changes in attitudes come about over time will lead to a better understanding of the 
factors that play a role in going from political inaction to political action.     
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THE MORAL SOCIETAL 
QUESTION OF POLITICAL 
INACTION

One of the main findings in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, in which people in 
Brazil, Hungary, and the Netherlands discussed political inaction in several focus 
groups, was that a norm to participate in political action emerged in the discussions. 
This finding alludes to a broader moral question about political action and political 
inaction: should people participate in political action? Several types of democracies 
can be distinguished (see Kaiser, 1997; Lijphart, 2012) but they all share that they 
are both for the people and by the people: participation in some form is needed to 
represent the will of citizens. Whether it solely voting or engaging in a wider range of 
political actions, being part of a democracy entails some obligation to engage in civic 
duties such as political participation. 

The more complex question concerns group differences in political participation, 
one of the main points of departure of this dissertation. Especially groups lower 
in social status, with lower levels of education and lower income are less likely to 
participate in political action (Armingeon & Schadel, 2015; Verba, Schlozman, & 
Brady, 1995). The findings of the different chapters of this dissertation provide some of 
the mechanisms for why this might be the case. Although they may experience greater 
grievances, lower-status groups might have stronger incentives than higher-status 
groups to rationalize inequalities through social creativity or enhanced support for 
the system instead of trying to actively change their adverse societal position through 
political action. Moreover, lower-status groups might experience lower political 
efficacy. Morally, should lower-status groups engage in political action more? 
Although increased participation might certainly ameliorate political representation, 
I argue that this burden cannot be placed solely on lower-status groups. Political 
participation is costly. It takes time and, often, money to join a protest or to contact a 
politician. Equality in political representation should, therefore, not only be achieved 
by relying on increased political participation among members of society who already 
have fewer resources, experience a bigger distance to political elites, and might 
not have a readily available support network to make their voices heard. Instead, 
higher-status groups as well as political elites are essential in making democracy work 
for all people. They can do so by establishing fair procedures and legislation that 
considers the needs and demands of all citizens, even if these are not directly voiced 
through political action. 
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APPENDIX A: 
Chapter 3 Materials can be found at https://osf.io/6px4k 

APPENDIX B:
Chapter 4 Materials can be found at https://osf.io/agr3u/

APPENDIX C: 
Chapter 5 Materials and Additional Analyses can be found at   
https://www.psycharchives.org/handle/20.500.12034/1982.2 

APPENDIX D: 
Chapter 6 Materials can be found at https://osf.io/azfu7/ 
Missing Values and Multiple Imputations

APPENDICES

TABLE D.1: MISSING VALUES AND ANALYSIS OF RANDOMNESS 
OF THE MISSING VALUES USING LOGISTIC REGRESSION ON 
MISSINGNESS OF LEFT-RIGHT IDEOLOGY (N=917, PSEUDO R2= 0.08).

Variable name

Number of 
complete 
cases (Imputed 
missing values) B (SE B) 

95% confidence 
interval

Austria 935 (0)  0.33 (0.29) (-0.24, 0.89)
Belgium 935 (0) -0.16 (0.32) (-0.77, 0.46)
France 935 (0) -0.75 (0.39)† (-1.52, 0.01)
Netherlands 935 (0) -0.38 (0.27) (-0.92, 0.16)
Sweden 935 (0)  0.44 (0.29) (-0.13, 1.02)
Switzerland 935 (0) -0.19 (0.35) (-0.87, 0.49)
United Kingdom 935 (0)  0.07 (0.30) (-0.52, 0.66)
Left-right ideology 688 (247) -
Individual efficacy 935 (0) -0.13 (0.06)* (-0.25, -0.01)
Group efficacy 935 (0) -0.22 (0.07)** (-0.35, -0.08)
Stability 935 (0) 0.02 (0.07) (-0.13, 0.16)
Years in [country] 917 (18) -0.05 (0.01)** (-0.08, -0.02)
Relative disadvantage 935 (0) 0.02 (0.08) (-0.15, 0.18)
Social identity threat 935 (0) 0.10 (0.12) (-0.14, 0.18)
Ingroup threat 935 (0) -0.02 (0.09) (-0.19, 0.14)
Identification 
[Europeans] 935 (0) 0.01 (0.09) (-0.16, 0.18)
Identification Iranians 935 (0) -0.01 (0.09) (-0.18, 0.16)
Dual identification 935 (0) 0.18 (0.09) † (-0.01, 0.36)
Gender 933 (2) 0.80 (0.17)*** (0.47, 1.14)
Age 935 (0) -0.01 (0.01) (-0.03, 0.01)
Education (ref: high 
school or lower)

PhD 923 (12) -1.44 (0.31)*** (-2.05, -0.83)
Master 935 (0) -1.28 (0.26)*** (-1.79, -0.76)
Bachelor 935 (0) -0.34 (0.23) (-0.79, 0.11)

NOTES: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001.
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Because different variables in our analysis are associated with missing observa-
tions on the political ideology measure (see Table 1), there is an indication that the 
missing values are not missing completely at random (MCAR). Therefore, we opted 
for treating the missing observations as missing at random (MAR) and conducted 
multiple imputations for the missing values on political ideology, the numbers of 
years of residence in the current European country, and education level. For the 
multiple imputations, we used an estimate based on all variables in the model and 
50 imputations (see Table 2). Comparing the regression after multiple imputations to 
the complete case analysis (CCA) shows very few differences in the effects for each 
variable. All effects are in the same direction and of similar strength. Only because 
of the smaller standard errors, the marginally significant effect of identification as 
European in the CCA became a significant effect in the MI estimated model.  

TABLE D.2: REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF PREDICTORS OF SYSTEM 
CONFIDENCE AMONG IRANIAN MIGRANTS IN WESTERN 
EUROPE, INCLUDING COUNTRY DUMMIES IN MODEL 1

 
Model 1
beta(SE) Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Constant 4.60 (0.07)***  5.08 (0.22)*** 6.45 (0.26)*** 5.81 (0.29)*** 6.01 (0.35)***

Austria -0.05 (0.14) -0.07 (0.13) -0.02 (0.12) -0.06 (0.12) -0.07 (0.12)

Belgium -0.59 (0.14)*** -0.52 (0.13)*** -0.39 (0.13)** -0.44 (0.13)*** -0.45 (0.13)***

France -0.79 (0.13)*** -0.73 (0.12)*** -0.74 (0.11)*** -0.73 (0.11)*** -0.74 (0.11)***

Netherlands -0.18 (0.11) -0.12 (0.11) -0.08 (0.10) -0.12 (0.10) -0.11 (0.10)

Sweden 0.00 (0.13) -0.11 (0.12) -0.13 (0.11) -0.13 (0.11) -0.14 (0.11)

Switzerland 0.18 (0.15) 0.25 (0.14) † 0.38 (0.13)** 0.37 (0.13)** 0.37 (0.13)**

United 
Kingdom -0.31 (0.13)* -0.34 (0.13)** -0.39 (0.11)** -0.38 (0.11)** -0.38 (0.12)**

Left-right 
ideology -0.07 (0.02)*** -0.06 (0.01)*** -0.05 (0.02)** -0.04 (0.02)**

Individual 
efficacy 0.11 (0.03)*** 0.09 (0.03)** 0.08 (0.03)** 0.07 (0.03)**

Group 
efficacy 0.09 (0.03)* 0.07 (0.03)* 0.07 (0.03)* 0.08 (0.03)*

Stability -0.24 (0.03)*** -0.17 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)***

Years in 
Europe -0.01 (0.00)*** -0.02 (0.00)*** -0.02 (0.00)**

Relative 
disadvan tage -0.14 (0.03)*** -0.12 (0.03)*** -0.12 (0.03)***

Social 
identity 
threat -0.36 (0.05)*** -0.36 (0.05)*** -0.37 (0.05)***

Ingroup 
threat -0.02 (0.03) -0.02 (0.03) -0.02 (0.03)

European 0.10 (0.03)** 0.10 (0.03)**

Iranian 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03) 

Dual 
identification 0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03)
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Model 1
beta(SE) Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Gender -0.13 (0.06)*

Age -0.00 (0.00)

Education 
(ref: high 
school or 
lower)
 PhD -0.13 (0.11)

 Master -0.01 (0.11)

 Bachelor -0.11 (0.10)

R² 0.06 0.20 0.30 0.32 0.33

NOTES: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001. ROBUST STANDARD ERRORS WERE USED.

COMPLETE CASE ANALYSIS
TABLE D.3: COMPLETE CASE ANALYSIS: ROBUST REGRESSION 
OF PREDICTORS OF SYSTEM CONFIDENCE AMONG IRANIAN 
MIGRANTS IN WESTERN EUROPE, FULL MODEL (N=664).

 
Beta  (standard 
error) T-value

95% Confidence 
interval

Austria 0.05 (0.14) 0.32 (-0.24, 0.33)
Belgium -0.36 (0.15)* -2.46 (-0.65, -0.07)
France -0.61 (0.13)*** -4.78 (-0.86, -0.36)
Netherlands -0.14 (0.11) -1.24 (-0.36, 0.08)
Sweden -0.12 (0.13) -0.93 (-0.38, 0.14)
Switzerland 0.41 (0.15)** 2.66 (0.11, 0.70)
United Kingdom -0.42 (0.14)** -3.07 (-0.68, -0.15)
Left-right ideology -0.04 (0.02)* -2.33 (-0.07, -0.01)
Individual efficacy 0.06 (0.03)* 2.15 (0.01, 0.12)
Group efficacy 0.12 (0.04)** 3.24 (0.05, 0.19)
Stability -0.15 (0.03)*** -4.55 (-0.21, -0.08)
Years in Western 

Europe -0.02 (0.01)** -2.92 (-0.03, -0.00)
Relative deprivation -0.11 (0.04)** -2.83 (-0.21, -0.05)
Social identity threat -0.40 (0.06)*** -7.00 (-0.52, -0.29)
Ingroup threat -0.04 (0.04) -1.06 (-0.12, 0.04)
European 0.06 (0.04) 1.52 (-0.02, 0.14)
Iranian 0.06 (0.04)† 1.71 (-0.01, 0.14)
Dual identification 0.05 (0.04) 1.17 (-0.03, 0.13)
Gender -0.20 (0.08)** -2.70 (-0.35, -0.06)
Age 0.00 (0.00) 0.44 (-0.01, 0.01)
Education (ref: high 

school or lower)
 PhD -0.00 (0.14) -0.03 (-0.27, 0.26)
 Master 0.04 (0.13) 0.27 (-0.22, 0.29)
 Bachelor -0.07 (0.12) -0.60 (-0.31, 0.16)

 NOTES: † P<0.10; * P<0.05; ** P<0.01; *** P<0.001. N=664, F (23, 640) =16.94, P<0.0001, R2=0.35
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For representative democracies to work, some level of engagement from citizens 
is required. People can engage in various forms of political participation to make their 
voices heard. Perhaps the most obvious way to ensure representation by politicians or 
political parties, is to vote in general or local elections. However, many other forms 
of political participation can be used to express one’s opinion or emotions, voice 
discontent with a certain policy, or strive for other desired outcomes. One can join a 
street demonstration, participate in a strike, sign a petition, contact a politician, boycott 
certain products, and many more. However, except for voting, only a minority of 
citizens in most Western democracies engages in such actions. Moreover, the people 
who do engage in the various types of political action are not representative of the 
general population. People with a higher level of education and a higher income are 
more likely to participate compared to people with a lower level of education and 
lower income (e.g., Armingeon & Schadel, 2015; Gallego, 2007; Verba, Schlozman, 
& Brady, 1995). Bearing in mind the goal achieving citizens’ representation through 
political action, political inaction of citizens can be problematic for representative 
democracies. 

Many structural factors can influence whether people engage in political action 
or remain inactive. For example, mandatory voting makes it much more likely that 
people vote (Birch, 2016) and the presence of active labor unions can increase the 
opportunities to engage in strikes or street protests. However, to examine individual 
variation in political action within the same structural conditions, and to uncover 
people’s attitudes, motivations, and emotions regarding political action and inaction, a 
social psychological approach is needed. The aim of this dissertation is to provide such 
a social psychological investigation of political inaction.  

Two theories are central to my social psychological approach to political inaction. 
First, social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) has become one of the key theories 
used in social psychology to understand intergroup processes. It has provided 
the foundations for understanding many forms of political action as group-based 
phenomena —people engage in collective action when grievances are shared with 
others and a collective sense of efficacy emerges (e.g., Van Zomeren, Postmes, & 
Spears, 2008). However, social identity theory also postulates people’s responses 
to social stability — of which the implications for political inaction are central to this 
dissertation. Second, system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994) argues that 
people have psychological needs that motivate a justification and legitimization of 
the status quo. Strong beliefs that the current system is fair, in turn, inhibits people’s 
intentions to engage in political actions that challenge the status quo (Jost et al., 2012). 
Together, these two theories provide different reasons for why people could remain 
politically inactive, even when facing grievances.

In Chapter 2 of this dissertation, the aim is to revive scholarly interest in social 
creativity; a concept within social identity theory that has received little scientific 
attention in the last four decades. Social creativity allows people to manage one’s 
social identity through re-interpreting intergroup comparisons. Well-know examples 
of social creativity include “poor but happy” and “Black is beautiful”; phrases that 
can be used to bolster one’s social identity by focusing on a different aspect of the 
comparison. Whereas a lot of work within the social identity framework has focused on 
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how social change can come about, social creativity might contribute to social stability 
in intergroup relations. Accordingly, social creativity can contribute to persisting 
inequality and sustained political inaction: if the need for a positive social identity is 
satisfied through social creativity, the motivation for social change might decrease. 
We put forward a dynamic approach to the social structure of intergroup relations to 
show how social creativity can contribute to persistent inequalities and inaction. We 
discuss how higher- and lower-status groups employ social creativity and how this 
affects the social structure. We present several politically relevant examples of how 
social creativity can lead to political inaction, but also to political action in some cases. 
Finally, we explain how system justification theory and social creativity can play similar 
roles in the maintenance of unequal intergroup relations, but that they have different 
underlying motivations. As a result, their downstream effects might differ. 

In Chapter 3, we report on how citizens explain political inaction based on 
26 focus group discussions conducted in Brazil, Hungary, and the Netherlands. We 
used latent thematic analysis, informed by social psychological theories relevant 
for political inaction, to grasp how opinions about political inaction are formed in 
group discussions. A clear norm came to the fore in nearly all discussions in the three 
countries: political inaction is an issue and should be reduced. Political inaction 
is mainly attributed to a lack of efficacy that people experience. The focus group 
participants blamed unresponsive governments, cited personal fears of repercussions 
for engaging in political action, or named cultural differences between and within 
countries to explain political inaction. How the arguments were expressed depended 
on the socio-political context, but also on how people self-categorized. The role that 
participants took in the focus groups discussion, for example portraying oneself as 
being politically active in contrast with people who are inactive, was important in 
understanding the explanations that people gave for political inaction. 

 
In Chapter 4, we report on an examination of the role of self-categorization 

in how people cope with inequality. Inequality is a multi-faceted societal issue that 
has implications for individuals, groups in society, and for society itself. Using an 
online survey experiment among inhabitants of the United States of America, we 
manipulated how people self-categorized by making salient their unique individuality, 
ethnic ingroup membership, being American, or the American socio-political system. 
Subsequently, we tested how this affected several coping responses to threatening 
information about police violence, affecting Black Americans disproportionally 
more than White Americans. Overall, we found little support that self-categorization 
influenced how people responded to this information. Only when the Black American 
ingroup was salient, Black Americans unexpectedly signaled feeling empowered 
rather than more threatened. The different coping responses were associated with 
distinct emotions. We found that negative emotions —such as anger— were associated 
with active coping responses (e.g., collective action), whereas positive emotions —such 
as pride— were associated with stronger justification of the system and social 
creativity. This latter finding provides support for the idea that engaging in cognitive 

coping strategies or rationalizations of societal issues can serve people to feel well 
despite experiencing grievances. However, engaging in these forms of coping might 
mean that people remain politically inactive, inhibiting social change. 

Chapter 5 focuses on an aspect of the social context that is important for political 
inaction: the role of social movements. More specifically, this chapter investigates 
individual-level perceptions of the goals that social movements put forward and the 
effect that this has on intentions to join this movement. We conducted a survey study 
among inhabitants of a part of the Netherlands that is affected by gas-extraction 
induced earthquakes, but where collective action in response to the adverse situation 
has been rare. We distinguished between goals that reflect collective outcomes (i.e., 
reducing gas extraction) and individual outcomes (i.e., financial compensation), but 
also between these outcome goals and means goals that reflect ways to achieve these 
outcomes (i.e., influencing policy makers). Moreover, we looked at how perceptions 
of shared opinions with other affected citizens or unaffected others influenced the 
importance of the different goals and intentions to join a social movement. The findings 
showed that political inaction can stem from a strong focus on individual outcome 
goals —financial compensation was deemed important but was not associated 
with joining a social movement. The collective outcome goals were associated with 
increased likelihood of joining the movement through the perception of shared 
grievances. Secondly, we found that feelings of deprivation could motivate people 
to join the social movement in order to influence policy makers. Together, the findings 
show that political action becomes more likely when the goals of social movements 
and its potential followers align. In practice, however, it is difficult to find alignment 
when there are many potential goals a social movement could achieve, bolstering 
political inaction. 

In the final empirical chapter, Chapter 6, we take an even broader contextual 
level into account in our social-psychological approach to political inaction: the socio-
political system. More specifically, we examined which factors are associated with 
confidence in the sociopolitical system among Iranian migrants in Western-Europe, 
and how this affects intentions to participate in collective action. We conducted an 
online survey in eight European countries and found that confidence in the sociopo-
litical system was generally high in our sample, associated mainly to high levels of 
efficacy. Conversely, increased feelings of threat, feeling disadvantaged, a longer 
residence in Europe, and perceived intergroup stability all decreased confidence in the 
system. Surprisingly, system confidence was barely associated with political inaction. 
We found some support for earlier findings that both high and low levels of system 
confidence increase political participation, but this effect was small.
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Together, the different chapters of this dissertation provide a social psychological 
investigation of political inaction. In many ways, it sets the stage for future social 
psychological work on political inaction rather than providing definitive answers 
about the attitudes, perceptions, and emotions that can underlie political inaction. 
Nonetheless, some social psychological factors that can contribute to political inaction 
were central in the different studies conducted for this dissertation. Most notably, 
perceptions of efficacy were crucial. In the focus group discussions on political 
inaction, many different reasons for feeling inefficacious were mentioned, focusing on 
the role of unresponsive governments, types of political inaction that are not effective, 
or personal feelings that engaging in political action would not achieve anything. 
To better understand the dynamics of political inaction, it is important to distinguish 
between mentioning a lack of efficacy as a reason for inaction and a rationalization of 
inaction. When a lack of efficacy is experienced in society, unions, social movements, 
and other political actors can focus on increasing efficaciousness to spur political 
participation. When, however, inefficaciousness is mentioned as a rationalization of 
one’s own political inaction, this inaction is likely to continue. Additionally, different 
parts of the social context play a role in how people explain or rationalize political 
inaction. The different roles that someone can play in society might influence the 
relevance of these different parts of the social context and subsequent political action 
or inaction. However, an initial test of this idea did not lead to any conclusive findings. 
Finally, political inaction has a moral dimension. Should people engage in political 
action? I argue that political participation is important for the democratic principle of 
politicians representing all citizens. However, because political action can be costly 
and demanding, the burden of increased political participation should not fall on 
groups in society already facing disadvantages. Advantaged groups and political 
elites have a responsibility to minimize the need for political participation to warrant 
representation of all voices in society. 



A
 S

O
C

IA
L 

P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
IN

V
E

S
T

IG
A

T
IO

N
 O

F 
P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
S

Y
C

H
O

-
LO

G
IC

A
L 

 I
N

V
E

S
T

IG
A

T
I 

O
N

 O
F 

P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
 I

N
V

E
S

T
IG

A
T

IO
N

 
O

F 
P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
 I

N
V

E
S

T
IG

A
T

IO
N

 
O

F 
P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
IN

V
E

S
T

IG
A

T
IO

N
 

O
F 

P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
IN

V
E

S
T

IG
A

T
IO

N
 

O
F 

P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
 I

N
V

E
S

T
IG

A
T

I 
O

N
 

O
F 

P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
 I

N
V

E
S

T
IG

A
T

IO
N

 
O

F 
P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L 
IN

A
C

T
IO

N
 A

 S
O

C
IA

L 
P
S

Y
C

H
O

LO
G

IC
A

L 
 I

N
V

E
S

T
IG

A
T

IO
N

 

A
 S

o
cial Psych

o lo
g
ical  Investig

atio
n

 of Political In
actio

n
   -   M

aarten
 J. van

 B
ezouw


