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Abstract

We propose morality shifting as a mechanism through which individuals can maintain a moral image of the ingroup. We argue
that a shift from the moral principles of harm and fairness to those of loyalty and authority occurs when assessing a potentially
threatening event, particularly among high ingroup glorifiers. Three studies confirmed this hypothesis using three different meth-
odologies. Study I compared the use of language related to four moral foundations formulated in moral psychology in response
to ingroup- and outgroup-committed wrongdoings. Results showed that loyalty- and authority-related words were used more,
whereas harm- and fairness-related words were used less in response to ingroup- compared with outgroup-committed wrong-
doings. Study 2 replicated this effect with regards to the cognitive accessibility of these moral principles. Study 3 confirmed that
morality shifting is a motivated response to social identity threat, rather than a response to mere activation of social identity.
Finally, as predicted, Study 3 demonstrated the effect of morality shifting to be moderated by ingroup glorification but not
ingroup attachment. Implications and consequences for intergroup and individual wrongdoings, as well as for intergroup

relations, are discussed. Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

In one of the key passages in Graham Greene’s book, The
Quiet American, the intellectual, serious, and idealistic CIA
operative Alden Pyle explains to British journalist Thomas
Fowler that the bombing of a crowd in the center of a
Vietnamese city he has just organized should not be under-
stood as an atrocity but rather as a necessary and morally
appropriate act that will change the course of history. Gen-
erally, the reader tends to sympathize with Fowler, rather
than Pyle, and condemns the bombing for the suffering that
it causes. To discount Pyle’s view as abhorrent, however,
would be naive, for morality is less of an absolute than
we would like to think.

When evaluating the morality of an event, people use
various moral foundations (e.g., harm, fairness, loyalty, au-
thority; Haidt & Graham, 2007). Thus, the same event can
be judged as utterly immoral or its very opposite, depend-
ing upon which moral foundation is guiding the evaluation
of the event. Because a judgment of the morality of a spe-
cific event/behavior can be consequential for the self,
which moral foundation guides the evaluation can be influ-
enced not only by culture (e.g., liberals versus conserva-
tives; Americans versus Hindu Indians) but also by the
immediate social context (e.g., the motives of the per-
ceiver). We propose the concept of Morality Shifting to
account for this self-serving process. Although this process
is thought to operate at the individual level as well, we
focus here on the collective level.

SOCIAL IDENTITY AND MORALITY

Social identity research and theorizing have shown that mem-
bership in social groups provides individuals with social
identities that are constitutive of their sense of the self (Tajfel,
1982). In their quest to maintain a positive social identity,
individuals display ingroup favoritism (for a review see
Brewer, 1979) and other biases (e.g., Branscombe & Wann,
1994; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999), and they use strate-
gies to maintain the integrity of the ingroup and its posi-
tive image (e.g. Castano, Paladino, Coull, & Yzerbyt, 2002;
Castano, Yzerbyt, Bourguignon & Seron, 2002; Tedeschi &
Bond, 2001).

Although research in the last decade has shown that
individuals tend to organize social judgments largely along
the dimensions of competence and sociability (e.g., Judd,
James-Hawkins, Yzerbyt, & Kashima, 2005), recent evidence
indicates that a fundamental dimension on which groups are
evaluated is morality (Leach, Ellemers & Barreto, 2007).
Immoral behavior of the ingroup can thus pose a threat to the
individual. How do ingroup members react to such threats?

REACTIONS TO INGROUP ATROCITIES

Social psychological theories describe how people morally
disengage from threats to their psychological equanimity
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(Bandura, 1999; Opotow, 1990; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003), and re-
cent research shows that when confronted with atrocities
committed by the ingroup, individuals employ moral disengage-
ment strategies (Bandura, 1999; Branscombe & Miron, 2004).
People infrahumanize outgroup members more strongly when
the ingroup is seen as responsible rather than not responsible
for their deaths (Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006); they display
more exonerating cognitions for ingroup-committed atrocities
in times of intense (versus less intense) conflict with an outgroup
(Roccas, Klar, & Liviatan, 2006); and, in response to ingroup
wrongdoings, those who glorify their country minimize out-
group victims’ emotions and dehumanize them, which in turn
leads to weaker demands to redress the wrongdoings (Leidner,
Castano, Zaiser, & Giner-Sorolla, 2010).

Most of the moral disengagement strategies investigated in
the context of intergroup violence change the way in which the
events or the victims are perceived. The actions might be
immoral, but if the magnitude of the events is played down
or the victims are seen as sub-human, such actions are less dis-
tressing. Changing the moral frame within which the events
are understood is a qualitatively different mechanism. Rather
than acknowledging the actions as immoral but downplaying
them in various ways, through morality shifting the actions
come to be perceived as not immoral (or even as moral) in
the first place.

MORALITIES

As research on morality suggests, morality is best understood
in the plural (Kohlberg, 1969; Shweder, 1982; Turiel, 1983).
Bandura (1986), like Opotow (1990) and Staub (1990), and
in contrast to proponents of stage theories of morality (e.g.,
Kohlberg, 1976), argued that morality is flexible; that “the
standards for moral reasoning are much more amenable to
social influence than stage theories would lead one to expect”
(Bandura, 1986, p. 493). Generally, people condemn the kill-
ing of other human beings. Yet, they may frame some situa-
tions as ones in which the moral principle that applies is not
that of not harming other human beings, but rather that of
fostering the strength and well-being of the ingroup. Shifting
the moral foundations through which one looks at an event
might influence perceptions and judgments of the event.

The most well-developed model of morality in psychological
theory is Haidt’s social intuitionist model (Haidt & Graham,
2007), in which four moral foundations are identified: harm,
fairness, loyalty, and authority." Harm morals demand that peo-
ple do not harm others, and fairness commands people to treat
others fairly and justly. Loyalty morals reflect a tendency to
see something as moral to the extent that it benefits one’s
ingroup. Finally, the moral foundation of authority consists of
values related to subordination, such as duty, obedience and
conformity to ingroup norms.

'The model also includes a fifth moral foundation, purity, but we do not con-
sider it in this work for two reasons. First, in our preliminary attempts to mea-
sure it using the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Haidt & Graham, 2007), it
showed very low internal consistency. Second, and more importantly, purity is
not of much relevance to the context in which we investigated the morality
shifting process.

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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The two moral foundations of harm and fairness can be seen
as “intuitive” (Haidt & Graham, 2007) or “default” morality and,
at least in Western societies, are the most important (Kohlberg,
1969; Miller, 2006; Shweder, 1982; Turiel, 1983) and most
frequently used (Smetana, Schlagman, & Adams, 1993). This
notion of “default” moral foundations that are usually dominat-
ing other moral foundations is also in accordance with the siz-
able literature on protected values (e.g., Tetlock, Kristel, Elson,
Green, & Lerner, 2000) and moral convictions and moral man-
dates (Skitka, Bauman, & Mullen, 2004; Skitka, Bauman, &
Sargis, 2005), which suggests a certain degree of intransigence
in moral reasoning—at least among some people, some of the
time. Under specific circumstances, however, we argue that
other moral foundations (e.g., loyalty) can come to the fore-
ground and guide the interpretation of behavior, rendering the
avoidance and prevention of harm less of an absolute (see also
Hare, 1981).

The existence of several moral foundations means that very
different conclusions concerning the morality of a certain
event or behavior can be drawn. Thus, although external con-
straints may well exist to the use of moral foundations in the
interpretation of an event, their use may also depend on the
motivation of the individual. Because an important motivation
is that of seeing oneself as a moral being, we can expect that
individuals will shift from one moral foundation to another
in order to protect themselves from threats to their group’s
moral standing.

MORALITY SHIFTING

The shift from one moral foundation to another need not be
conceived of as a deliberate and thoughtful strategy. Haidt
(2001) proposed that moral foundations are inaccessible to
conscious awareness and lead to what he called, in his social
intuitionist model of morality, moral intuitions: evaluative feel-
ings of right or wrong resulting in automatic moral judgments
in the face of transgressions that often precede deliberative,
rational processes of moral reasoning (Haidt & Bjorklund,
2008). The morality shifting process that we propose can
be conceived of as part and parcel of the automatic framing
that occurs when an individual first approaches a certain
piece of information. As noted earlier, we focus here on mo-
rality shifting in the context of threats to the morality of
one’s social identity. Intergroup behavior that violates prin-
ciples of harm and fairness may threaten one’s view of
oneself as moral, because of the connection between the self
and the ingroup. Individuals are thus likely to be motivated
to reduce or eliminate such a threat.

It is our contention that when people detect violations of
internalized moral norms committed by fellow ingroup mem-
bers, the accessibility and importance of moral foundations
shift: loyalty and authority come to the foreground, whereas
harm and fairness recede to the background. As a conse-
quence, the ingroup’s behavior is less likely to be per-
ceived as immoral (or it may even be perceived as moral)
and the objective of protecting one’s social identity is met
(cf. Mummendey, Linneweber, & Loeschper, 1984; Tedeschi,
Smith, & Brown, 1974).

Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 42, 82-91 (2012)



84  Bernhard Leidner and Emanuele Castano

Our rationale is also in line with research on motivated
reasoning and standard shifting (e.g. Biernat & Manis, 1994;
Kunda, 1987; Norton, Vandello, & Darley, 2004; Uhlmann &
Cohen, 2005). It has been shown, for instance, that American
political conservatives shift from deontological to consequen-
tialist standards (i.e., ends justify the means) when Americans
harm Iraqis but not when Iraqis harm Americans (Uhlmann,
Pizarro, Tannenbaum, & Ditto, 2009) and that high identifiers
set higher injustice standards for ingroup-committed harm and
therefore need more evidence to conclude that their ingroup
engaged in acts of injustice (Miron, Branscombe, & Biemnat,
2010). Although this research fits well into our theoretical
framework, it is different in that it is about shifts in evaluative
standards for already salient moral foundations (e.g. harm and
fairness) rather than about shifts in the moral foundations them-
selves (e.g. away from harm and fairness and toward loyalty and
authority), which we propose and investigate here.

Three studies were conducted to test hypotheses derived
from our rationale.

STUDY 1

If ingroup-committed violations of internalized moral norms
that trigger a shift in the accessibility and importance of moral
foundations, individuals should use different words when
describing the atrocities committed by the two groups. Study 1
tested this hypothesis.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 135 participants, recruited through the
Study Response Project (Stanton, 2006; Wallace, 2004). After
eliminating 18 people who were not born in the USA and 10
people who did not correctly remember the identity of the
perpetrating group, 107 participants (73 women, 32 men, 2
missing; age M=33.87, SD=12.52, range=19-64) were
retained for subsequent analyses. There were no univariate or
multivariate outliers.

Procedure

The experiment was conducted online. After giving consent,
participants read a news report on four alleged cases of coali-
tion military personnel torturing and killing Iraqi civilians in a
prison near Baghdad. Although names were changed, the
cases were based on confirmed cases of abuse committed by
coalition military personnel in Iraq. The reported mistreat-
ments of prisoners included water torture, beatings, stress posi-
tions, and humiliating acts. In all four cases, mistreatment and
torture eventually led to the deaths of the prisoners. In the
ingroup-atrocity condition, the perpetrators were described as
US soldiers, whereas in the outgroup-atrocity condition, the
perpetrators were described as Australian soldiers; otherwise,
the text remained identical across conditions.

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

After reading the news report, participants were asked to
summarize the article they had read for a third person. We
asked for summaries to be as unobtrusive and subtle as possi-
ble, but in reality the aim was to obtain participants’ subjective
accounts of the atrocities they had read about. This was suc-
cessful: rather than giving objective and neutral summaries,
participants gave their own opinions and interpretations of
the events. After writing the summary, participants filled out
demographic questions.

RESULTS

The summaries participants provided were spellchecked and
proofread by two research assistants who were blind to the
hypotheses and to the conditions the summaries came from.
Then each summary was analyzed via the Linguistic Inquiry
and Word Count (LIWC) program (Pennebaker, 1993), using
Graham, Haidt, and Nosek’s (2009) moral foundations dictio-
nary. This dictionary consists of word lists for each of the
moral foundations we were interested in: harm, fairness, loy-
alty, and authority. The word count indices provided by LIWC
were then used to compute a harm/fairness score and a loyalty/
authority score. The words for the four moral foundations were
collapsed into two each, for two reasons. Consistent with our
theoretical viewpoint, which makes the same predictions for
loyalty and authority on the one hand, and harm and fairness
on the other, collapsing seems an appropriate strategy. Be-
sides, the word frequencies in each four categories were low;
collapsing yielded sufficient frequencies for each of the two
resulting variables.

A repeated measures ANOVA with condition as between-
and moral foundation (harm/fairness versus loyalty/authority)
as within-participant factor on the LIWC scores was con-
ducted. Two effects were significant. The main effect of moral
foundation, F(1, 105)=26.93, p<.001, d=1.01, revealed
higher frequencies of use of harm/fairness (M =0.55, SD =0.45)
than loyalty/authority (M =0.29, SD=0.29), supporting the
claim of cross-cultural literature that harm and fairness are more
prevalent than loyalty and authority in Western societies. The
interaction between condition and moral foundation was also
significant, F(1, 105)=6.52, p=.012, d=0.50. Fewer words
reflecting the moral foundations of harm/fairness were used
in the ingroup-perpetrator (M=0.46, SD=0.40) than in
the outgroup-perpetrator condition (M =0.63, SD=0.50), F(1,
105)=3.59, p=.061, d=0.37. The opposite trend was
observed for loyalty/authority, F(1, 105)=2.78, p=.099,
d=0.33, for which somewhat greater frequencies emerged in
the ingroup-perpetrator (M =0.33, SD=0.32) as compared with
the outgroup-perpetrator condition (M =0.24, SD =0.26).

DISCUSSION

The findings revealed that words related to harm/fairness
appeared less frequently in a narrative about immoral ingroup
behavior than in immoral outgroup behavior. The opposite
pattern emerged for loyalty/authority words. We interpret
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these findings as a shift that occurred when participants read
about the ingroup-committed atrocity, as opposed to the
outgroup-committed atrocity. The main effect of moral foun-
dations we observed is also consistent with the cross-cultural
notion of harm and fairness being more prevalent, at least in
Western societies, than loyalty and authority.

STUDY 2

Study 1 provided initial evidence for enhanced accessibility of
loyalty and authority over harm and fairness foundations after
consideration of ingroup-committed atrocities. Study 2 aimed
to yield further substantiation of the morality shifting hypoth-
esis by using a different methodology, providing a more
direct test of our claim that moral violations of the ingroup
lead to a shift in the relative cognitive accessibility of moral
foundations.

Rationalist approaches see moral judgments as reached by
conscious reasoning (e.g., Kohlberg, 1969; Piaget, 1932/
1965; Turiel, 1983), but more recent thinking, such as the
social intuitionist model (Haidt, 2001), conceptualize moral
judgments as quick and automatic evaluations (for integrative
approaches see Pizarro & Bloom, 2003). Thus, in Study 2,
we relied on a measure of accessibility of the moral founda-
tions after participants were confronted with atrocities com-
mitted by either the ingroup or an outgroup. The use of a
non-intrusive and non-transparent measure has the advan-
tage of avoiding potential reactance, self-presentation con-
cerns, or self-censorship on the part of the participants,
which might constitute a problem when using explicit mea-
sures such as the Moral Foundations Questionnaire of
Haidt and Graham (2007).

METHOD

Participants

Forty-one participants were recruited via the internet (Www.
craigslist.org) to participate in a laboratory study, allegedly
on reading comprehension. One participant who was not born
in the USA was excluded, leaving 40 participants (14 men, 26
women; 6 left-handed, 3 ambidextrous, 31 right-handed; age:
M=33.20, SD=13.45).

Procedure

The study was conducted in the laboratory on a computer with
MedialLab and DirectRT (Jarvis, 2004a, 2004b). First, partici-
pants read two news reports, the first on a morality-unrelated
topic (plants) and the second one on prisoner abuse similar
to the news report used in Study 1. Again, in the ingroup-
atrocity condition, the perpetrators were described as US
soldiers, whereas in the outgroup-atrocity condition, the per-
petrators were described as Australian soldiers; otherwise,
the text remained identical across conditions.

Next, participants completed a Lexical Decision Task,
presented as a reading comprehension task, but aimed at

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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measuring accessibility of moral foundations. They then filled
out the demographics, including handedness, were debriefed
and received $10 in reward for their participation.

Lexical Decision Task (LDT). Participants were presented
with a string of letters on the computer screen and had to
decide, as quickly and accurately as possible, whether it was
a word or a non-word. Each string was displayed until the
participant pressed the right-shift key (word) or the left-shift
key (non-word). The inter-trial interval was 1 second. After
12 practice trials with six non-words and six words that
were unrelated to morality and not overlapping with the
other morality-unrelated words comprising the actual stimuli,
participants were presented, in randomized order, with 20
pretested morality-related words (five harm-related words,
e.g., harm, abuse; five fairness-related words, e.g., fair-
ness, justice; five loyalty-related words, e.g., loyalty,
solidarity; and five authority-related words, e.g., authority,
leader), 20 morality-unrelated words, and 40 non-words. The
morality-unrelated words were matched to the morality-related
words in length and frequency (Francis & Kucera, 1982). For
each word, a non-word was constructed by changing one letter
per syllable in the real word; this ensured words and non-words
to be equal in length, orthography, and pronounceability;
pseudohomophones were avoided. Reaction times and accuracy
of participants’ responses were recorded.

RESULTS

Two per cent of the LDT responses were incorrect and
therefore excluded from analysis. There was no difference
in the number of correct responses between conditions,
Fs(1, 38) < 2.00, p > .05, ruling out the possibility of ambigu-
ity in the meaning of the reaction times (RTs) in the remaining
correct trials (cf. Salthouse & Hedden, 2002). RT means and
SDs were computed for each participant in each category
(harm, fairness, loyalty, authority, unrelated, non-words, prac-
tice). Observations from nine (out of 280) RTs that were
greater or smaller than three SDs above or below the mean
were eliminated (cf. Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). As it is cus-
tomary when working with RTs (cf. Schmiedek, Oberauer,
Wilhelm, Siif3, & Wittmann, 2007) transformation was neces-
sary and resulted in considerably more normal distributions
(e.g. lower skewness, from 1.73 to 1.31, and kurtosis, from
2.96 to 0.57).> Then, a ratio between each category and the
unrelated words was computed (cf. Norris, 2009; Ratcliff,
Gomez, & McKoon, 2004; C. Barry, personal communication,
June 9, 2009). A mixed repeated-measures analysis was con-

*We transformed each of the reaction time variables so that the variable would
be as normally distributed as possible. For harm and fairness, this required
square root transformation, for loyalty, authority, and unrelated words log
transformation. After transforming the variables, we then standardized them
to bring them on the same scale, allowing for the subsequent computation of
ratio scores and the statistical comparisons.Although this strategy might be un-
common because it is oftentimes not necessary, it provides the best possible
reduction of null hypothesis testing decision errors. Our analytical strategy is
also in line with literature on data transformation in general (e.g., Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2007) and handling of reaction time data in particular (e.g., Norris,
2009; Ratcliff et al., 2004).
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ducted on these ratio scores, with perpetrator identity (ingroup
versus outgroup) as between- and moral foundation (harm ver-
sus fairness versus loyalty versus authority) as within-
participants factor, controlling for gender and handedness.
The predicted interaction of perpetrator identity by moral
foundation was significant, F(3, 106)=3.96, p=.01, d=0.22
(see Figure 1). Given our hypothesis (and the pattern of
means), we computed a planned contrast comparing loyalty
and authority against harm and fairness. As predicted, after
reading about ingroup-committed atrocities, loyalty/authority
were more accessible (M=-0.25, SE=0.24) than harm/
fairness (M=0.27, SE=0.25), whereas after reading about
outgroup-committed atrocities loyalty/authority were less
accessible (M =0.33, SE=0.26) than harm/fairness (M = —0.24,
SE=0.25), (106) < —3.44, p < .001, d=0.39. The main effects
of perpetrator identity, F(1, 34)=0.04, p=.84, d=0.02, and
moral foundation, F(3, 106)=0.01, p=1.00, d=0.01, were not
significant; neither were gender, F(1, 34)=0.70, p=.41,
d=0.09, or handedness, F(2, 34)=0.09, p=.92, d= 0.03.3

DISCUSSION

Results of Study 2 yielded further support for our hy-
pothesis. Loyalty- and authority-related words were recog-
nized more quickly among participants confronted with
ingroup-committed atrocities as compared with participants
confronted with outgroup-committed atrocities. For harm-
and fairness-related words the opposite was the case. Al-
though what matters from our perspective is the difference
between the accessibility of these moral foundations after
reading of ingroup- versus outgroup-committed atrocities,
we believe that outgroup-committed atrocities are to be con-
sidered as a sort of “baseline,” and that, as the name of our
proposed process suggests, a shift occurs when individuals
are presented with ingroup-committed atrocities. Two obser-
vations support this argument. First, as noted above, re-
search on morality suggests that harm and fairness are the
moral principles of choice in Western societies, and thus
one would expect greater accessibility of these moral princi-
ples. The relative higher accessibility of harm and fairness in
the outgroup-atrocity condition is also consistent with this
view. Second, this interpretation is in line with previous work
claiming that it is ingroup-committed atrocities that elicit de-
fense mechanisms (Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006). We will
return to this point later.

We conceive of morality shifting as an automatic process
that is driven by the need of individuals to protect their social
identities from threat to their moral status. It is possible, how-
ever, that such an automatic process need not be triggered by
a potential threat, but instead is simply the consequence of so-
cial identity activation even in the absence of a threat to the
moral status of the ingroup. We thus conducted a follow-up

*The same analyses conducted on untransformed data revealed no significant
effects. To rule out the possibility that the above-reported pattern was a mere
artifact of a condition effect on the unrelated words, we also conducted one-
way analyses of variance on the untransformed and transformed RTs of unre-
lated words, with condition as the independent variable. These effects were not
significant.

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Figure 1. Accessibility of the moral foundations of harm, fairness,

loyalty, and authority in ingroup- and outgroup-perpetrator condition
of Study 2. For ease of interpretation, the reaction time scores were
reversed, so that higher scores in this figure indicate higher
accessibility

study in which the ingroup (or outgroup) identity was made
salient but no immoral behavior was depicted.

STUDY 3

Findings from Study 1 and 2 are consistent with our morality
shifting hypothesis. Their convergence is particularly encourag-
ing in light of the fact that two very different dependent vari-
ables were used. In Study 3, we aimed at further investigating
this effect using yet another way of assessing the accessibility
of moral foundations. We adapted the Affect Misattribution
Procedure to this end (Payne & Cameron, 2010; Payne, Cheng,
Govorun, & Stewart, 2005). A second goal of Study 3 was to
clarify whether morality shifting occurs specifically in response
to identity threat or whether it occurs in response to mere social
identity activation. A third goal was to investigate the moderat-
ing role of type and strength of social identification.

Previous research (e.g., Leidner et al., 2010; Roccas et al.,
2006) demonstrated ingroup glorification (but not ingroup
attachment) to be positively related to moral disengagement
and outgroup derogation in response to ingroup-committed
violence against an outgroup. Presumably because those who
strongly glorify their ingroup believe in the ingroup’s superior-
ity over other groups and submit to group norms and authorities,
leaving no room for criticism of the ingroup. Thus, high glori-
fiers should be more threatened than low glorifiers by moral
violations committed by their ingroup. Consequently, we expect
morality shifting to occur particularly, and possibly exclusively,
among high glorifiers—especially should it turn out that moral-
ity shifting is indeed serving as a psychological defense against
identity threat, as Study 1 and 2 tentatively suggested. Low
glorifiers, on the other hand, might not be prompted by ingroup
transgressions to shift towards loyalty/authority; because low
glorifiers allow for criticism of the ingroup, they are psycholog-
ically better equipped to deal with negative or norm-violating
ingroup behavior. In fact, they may even be more critical to
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ingroup- than to outgroup-committed transgressions, and there-
fore possibly shift even more toward harm and fairness when
evaluating ingroup-committed transgressions.

Different predictions were made for ingroup attachment,
which refers to commitment and belongingness to the ingroup.
Past research found ingroup attachment to be unrelated or even
negatively related to moral disengagement and outgroup deroga-
tion (e.g., Leidner et al., 2010; Roccas et al., 2006). Accordingly,
once its shared variance with glorification is taken into account, it
should not be associated to a shift in moral foundations.

Study 3 also aimed to provide a stronger test of whether
morality shifting occurs generally in any ingroup context, or
whether it occurs in response to a threat to the ingroup identity.
Thus, Study 3 used both ingroup- and outgroup-committed
atrocities (as in Study 2) and ingroup and outgroup non-
atrocities, crossing group (ingroup versus outgroup) with
event (atrocity versus neutral).

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 142 participants. Two participants who
did not follow instructions and eight who reported to be able to
speak and/or read Chinese were excluded (see below). Five mul-
tivariate outliers were excluded (cf. Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007),
leaving 127 participants (88 women, 39 men; 28 18-25 year olds,
25 26-35 year olds, 19 3645 year olds, 29 46-55 year olds, and
26 older than 55 years) for subsequent analyses.

Procedure

The experiment was conducted online. After giving consent,
participants read a newspaper article either reporting on
ingroup- or outgroup-committed atrocities (identical to Study
1 and 2), or reporting on the national park system of the ingroup
or an outgroup. The report on the national park system described
how national parks where created and maintained through the
history of the USA (ingroup) or Australia (outgroup). To ensure
that the articles would make national identity (USA or Australia)
salient, the articles discussed national parks as a ‘“‘uniquely
American (Australian) idea”, related it to the Declaration of
Independence (Federal Constitution) and mentioned Abraham
Lincoln (Edmund Barton). After reading the article, the moral
foundations accessibility measure was administered. Before the
debriefing, participant also answered ingroup attachment and
glorification scales and reported demographic questions.

Moral foundations

We measured the accessibility of four moral foundations of
interest (i.e,. harm/fairness, loyalty/authority) by adapting
the affect misattribution procedure (Payne et al., 2005). We
presented participants with five Chinese characters in random
order. Participants guessed the meaning of each character out
of four response alternatives. Response alternatives consisted
of one harm-related, one fairness-related, one loyalty-related,
and one authority-related word, taken from the moral

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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foundation dictionary of Graham et al. (in press). The words
of the response alternatives of different Chinese characters
were used only once for each participant. Nine participants
did not fill out this measure, leaving 118 responses for
this measure.

Ingroup attachment and glorification

National attachment (e.g., “It is important to me to contribute
to my nation”) and glorification (e.g., “The U.S. is better than
other nations in all respects”) were measured using the scales
by Roccas et al. (2006), adapted to refer to the American iden-
tity. The responses were given on a continuum ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree).

RESULTS

Difference scores between the number of times a participant
chose a loyalty- or authority-related word and the number of
times a participant chose a harm- or fairness-related word were
calculated. Thus, the resulting accessibility of moral founda-
tions index (M=—-0.45, SD=1.87) was positive for partici-
pants who chose more loyalty/authority-related than harm/
fairness-related words, zero for participants who chose as
many harm/fairness-related words as loyalty/authority-
related words, and negative for participants who chose more
harm/fairness-related than loyalty/authority-related words.
Attachment (M=6.90, SD=1.43, =.93) and glorification
(M=4.96, SD=1.27, 0.=.81) scores were computed, and
entered as predictors (centered) alongside group (ingroup ver-
sus outgroup) and event (atrocity versus neutral) in a general
linear model, using the accessibility index as dependent vari-
able. The only significant effects were the two-way interac-
tions between group and glorification, F(1, 102)=6.32,
p=.014, d=0.45, and between event and glorification,
F(1, 102)=4.31, p=.041, d=0.37, as well as the expected
three-way interaction between group, event, and glorification,
F(1, 102)=12.96, p=.001, d=0.64. The two-way interaction
between glorification and attachment reached marginal signif-
icance, F(1, 102)=2.94, p=.090, but none of the follow-up
tests did. All other effects were not significant.

The follow-up tests on the group by glorification interaction
revealed that, among high glorifiers (i.e., participants one
standard deviation or more above the mean of glorification),
regardless of the type of event (atrocity or neutral), the acces-
sibility index was higher in the ingroup (M =0.85, SE=0.64)
than in the outgroup conditions (M=-2.27, SE=1.34),
t=2.61, p=.010, d=0.47. That is, high glorification was asso-
ciated with higher relative accessibility of loyalty/authority
principles when the ingroup rather than an outgroup was
concerned. Among low glorifiers (i.e., participants one stan-
dard deviation or more below the mean of glorification),
on the other hand, if anything, the opposite was the case
(Mingroup=—1.16,  SEouteroup =0.52, and  Mouieroup =0.67,
SEqugroup=1.27), t=—1.76, p=.082, d=31.

The follow-up tests on the event by glorification interaction
found that, among low glorifiers the accessibility index was
higher in the atrocity conditions (M =0.82, SE=1.16) than in
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the neutral conditions (M = —1.32, SE=0.62), t=2.05, p=.043,
d=.37. Among high glorifiers, on the other hand, if anything, the
opposite was the case (Myyocity=—1.69, SEyrociy=1.42, and
Mieua1 =0.27, SE e = 0.56), t=—1.64, p=.104, d=0.29.
Most importantly, disentangling the three-way interaction
between group, event, and glorification revealed that, among
high glorifiers, the accessibility index was higher in the
ingroup-perpetrator condition (M=1.78, SE=0.68) than in
both the ingroup-neutral condition (M=—0.08, SE=0.59),
t=—2.08, p=.040, d=0.37, and the outgroup-perpetrator con-
dition (M =-5.17, SE=2.15), t=-3.08, p=.003, d=0.55.
That is, loyalty/authority was more accessible in the ingroup-
perpetrator condition than in the two other comparable condi-
tions. The contrast between the outgroup-perpetrator condition
(M=-5.17, SE=2.15) and the outgroup-neutral condition
(M=0.62, SE=0.52) was also significant, 1=2.61, p=.010,
d=.47, indicating a shift in the opposite direction (i.e.,
toward harm/fairness rather than loyalty/authority). Among
low glorifiers, the accessibility index was lower in the
ingroup-perpetrator condition (M= —1.73, SE=0.50) than in
the outgroup-perpetrator condition (M=3.38, SE=1.82),
t=2.71, p=.008, d=0.48, and, as a trend, the ingroup-neutral
condition (M =—0.60, SE=0.53), r=1.56, p=.123, d=0.28.

DISCUSSION

The main goals of Study 3 were to further clarify the morality
shifting hypothesis and to investigate the moderating role of
attachment and glorification. Consistent with findings emerg-
ing in related areas of research (Roccas et al., 2006; Leidner
et al., 2010), the enhanced accessibility of loyalty/authority
when individuals were confronted with an ingroup-committed
atrocity (as compared with an outgroup-committed atrocity or
an ingroup- neutral event) was only observed among high
glorifiers. Low glorifiers showed, if anything, the opposite pat-
tern. This pattern of findings also confirms our hypothesis that
morality shifting occurs specifically in response to identity
threat triggered by moral ingroup violations, rather than gener-
ally in response to any activation of ingroup identity.*

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Thomas Fowler is not convinced by Pyle’s argument that the
killing of a handful of civilians can be construed as moral.

“The results in the ingroup and outgroup-neutral conditions of Study 3 were
also replicated in a study not reported in this paper, using the same experimen-
tal material for these conditions as in Study 3, and the same methodology as in
Study 2 (Lexical Decision Task). In this study, containing only the two neutral
conditions, we also found that all moral foundations, across the board, were
more accessible when ingroup rather than outgroup identity was salient. Al-
though not of specific interest to the phenomenon under investigation here, this
finding is in line with evidence that the domain of morality is particularly im-
portant for people’s evaluation of ingroups (Leach et al., 2007). At the same
time, however, this raises the question of why such an effect was not observed
in Study 2. One possible answers follows from the central claim of our theory:
unlike in morally neutral contexts, in the context of moral transgressions such
as intergroup violence, morality will not be more important for evaluations of
ingroups (as compared with outgroups) in general, but it will depend on the
type of morality—loyalty and authority will be relatively more important,
whereas harm and fairness will be relatively less important.

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

The reason for this might be that Fowler is British, and sees
Pyle’s actions for the atrocities they are, whereas Pyle is
American (and the perpetrator, and likely more of a glorifier
than Fowler), and sees his actions as service to his country.
Both Fowler and Pyle are interpreting the same event utiliz-
ing different moral foundations: Fowler is using harm and
fairness, whereas Pyle is using loyalty and authority.

In this contribution, we put this idea to test. Building on
theories of morality and social identity, we suggested that
when people are confronted with ingroup-committed violence,
the principles of loyalty and authority come to the foreground,
and thus become more accessible, relative to the principles of
harm and fairness, which generally, or at least in case of
outgroup-committed violence, tend to be more accessible and
more utilized. In other words, we hypothesized a morality shift
from harm/fairness toward loyalty/authority.

The findings of the studies presented here confirmed our
hypothesis: compared with being confronted with outgroup-
committed atrocities, participants who read about ingroup-
committed atrocities subsequently used more loyalty/authority
words than harm/fairness words (Study 1), and recognized
loyalty/authority words more quickly than harm/fairness
words (Study 2). Furthermore, in line with literature on moral
disengagement, high glorifiers (but not low glorifiers, or low
or high attached people) guessed an unknown Chinese ideo-
gram as having a loyalty/authority meaning more frequently
after reading about ingroup-committed atrocities as compared
with outgroup-committed atrocities or ingroup-neutral scenar-
ios (Study 3). Taken together, these findings support our con-
jecture that confrontation with information that threatens the
moral view of the ingroup, and thus one’s social identity, is
associated with an increased relative accessibility of the moral
foundations of loyalty/authority.

IS MORALITY SHIFTING A REACTION TO
IDENTITY OR IDENTITY THREAT?

We proposed that people do not shift their moral foundations
upon mere activation of their social identity. Rather, the shift
is a motivated response to a threat to the morality of their
group/collective self. In other words, only ingroup contexts
that involve a moral violation committed by the ingroup
should trigger morality shifting. The findings of Study 3 sup-
port this conjecture. Using a modified version of the affect
misattribution procedure, we found evidence that it was infor-
mation about an immoral action carried out by the ingroup that
triggered the shift, as opposed to simple activation of one’s
social identity.

Yet, it is still possible that situations in which one’s social
identity (particularly national or ethnic identity) is made
salient may trigger shifts similar to the one observed in Study
1-3, even in the absence of information that blatantly threatens
the morality of the ingroup. Research stemming from social
identity theory has shown that individuals tend to conceive
of intergroup situations as inherently comparative and often-
times confrontational. For instance, Wildschut, Insko, and
Gaertner (2002) demonstrated in a prisoner’s dilemma game
that individuals adhering to (perceived) norms and standards
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of their ingroup behave more competitively towards an
outgroup (see also Wildschut & Insko, 2006). Investigating
behaviors reflecting moral principles that condone or value
hostility towards outgroups, Cohen, Montoya, and Insko
(2006, Study 1) found that, in preindustrial societies, loyalty
to the ingroup covaried with tendencies to value violence
between ingroup and outgroups (relative to violence within
the ingroup), to engage in more external than internal conflict,
and to enjoy conflict. It is thus possible that intergroup situa-
tions perceived as comparative and confrontational “by na-
ture” would lead to morality shifting as a response to mere
activation of ingroup identity, as opposed to the threat-specific
form of morality shifting that we have demonstrated here.
Further research is needed to better understand the boundary
conditions of this phenomenon.

CONSEQUENCES OF MORALITY SHIFTING

Consequences for the individual

Be it threat-specific or not, enhanced accessibility of a frame-
work that privileges loyalty to the ingroup and submission to
its authority at the expense of the principles of harm and fair-
ness may have important consequences. If the shift in moral
foundations occurs in response to moral transgressions, then
it has positive consequences for the individual. One, which
can also be seen as a cause of the shift, is the reduction of
the discomfort stemming from a perceived inconsistency
between personal beliefs about how the ingroup should behave
and the actual ingroup behavior (intragroup dissonance;
Glasford, Dovidio, & Pratto, 2009). Similarly, morality shift-
ing will likely avoid or at least reduce psychologically costly
self-sanctions. Thus, morality shifting protects one’s identity
and thus helps maintain psychological equanimity. However,
people who only rarely correct for their “moral bias” may also
suffer negative consequences in the long run. They might be
socially excluded by others, have a smaller social support
network, and the like. These aspects of social interconnected-
ness might provide a powerful corrective, forcing people to
keep their automatic biases in check, and possibly correct for
them a posteriori.

Consequences for intergroup relations

Although we conceive of morality shifting as motivated by the
need to protect one’s identity, and thus as a beneficial mecha-
nism to the individual, we expect it to have much more nega-
tive consequences for intergroup relations and for society at
large. It can give more leeway in the mistreatment of outgroup
members, or lead to their exclusion from the scope of justice
(Opotow, 1990), reducing the chance of seeing such mistreat-
ment as violating principles of harm and fairness. Morality
shifting can thus be seen as a mechanism that allows people
to make a virtue of evil (see Reicher, Haslam, & Rath,
2008). Once the shift occurs, further actions are even more
likely to be interpreted from a loyalty/authority perspective
rather than from a harm/fairness perspective. That is, next to
desensitization and habituation, morality shifting may be an
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important mechanism manipulated via propaganda as well as
in the direct training of those who are to commit violence
against outgroup members.

Although morality shifting in the context investigated
here has largely positive consequences at the individual level
but negative consequences at the intergroup level, loyalty/
authority morals are neither unhealthy nor undesirable per se.
Indeed, they are to some extent important and positive for
the group. For instance, they can suppress extreme selfishness
(Haidt, 2008). It is shifts toward loyalty/authority in the way
we investigated them here, which have mostly negative conse-
quences for intergroup (rather than intragroup) relations.

MODERATING EFFECTS AND BOUNDARY
CONDITIONS

Morality shifting is likely to be moderated by a series of fac-
tors. One of these is ingroup identification, as it is associated
with social identity threat (e.g., Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje,
2002) and defensive reactions (e.g. Branscombe, Ellemers,
Spears, & Doosje, 1999), so that high identifiers might be
more prone to a morality shift as demonstrated in the present
context. Two specific aspects of ingroup identification were
investigated in Study 3: glorification and attachment. As pre-
dicted, attachment did not moderate morality shifting, whereas
glorification did. A shift toward loyalty/authority was ob-
served for high glorifiers, but the opposite trend was observed
for low glorifiers. Both results were expected, and consistent
with the literature. High glorifiers are, by definition, less capa-
ble and willing to integrate negative information about the
ingroup, and thus more likely to react defensively to identity-
threatening information (Castano, 2008; Leidner et al.,
2010). Low glorifiers, on the other hand, if anything, shift
toward harm/fairness in response to ingroup-committed wrong-
doings, reflecting a more critical stance toward norm-violating
ingroup behavior that is likely due to their lower threat percep-
tion and lower defensiveness. Research has shown that the
moderating effects of glorification are independent of two
well-established ideological individual differences, social domi-
nance order (SDO) and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA)
(Leidner et al., 2010), but further investigation of the concept
of glorification and its correlates is certainly needed.

ALTERNATIVE PROCESSES

Instead of, or in addition to, morality shifting, individuals can
respond to threats to their sense of moral collective self in a
variety of ways. As mentioned earlier, they can engage in
moral disengagement strategies, for instance by dehumanizing
the victims (Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Giner-Sorolla,
Leidner, & Castano, in press; Leidner et al., 2010). They can
resort to de-moralizing (see Rozin, 1999) so as to render the
questionable event not a question of morality, engage in moral
equilibration (Staub, 1989, 1990), or shift justice standards
(Miron & Branscombe, 2008; Miron et al., 2010). In situations
where group membership to a given group or the violated
norm is not central to a person’s identity or morality, or where

Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 42, 82-91 (2012)



90  Bernhard Leidner and Emanuele Castano

the norm violators can easily be seen as deviants, processes
such as disidentification (Aronson, Blanton, & Cooper, 1995;
and national de-identification in particular, Verkuyten &
Yildiz, 2007), or distancing from the ingroup by rendering
ingroup deviants as black sheep in an effort to protect oneself
(Eidelman & Biernat, 2003) or the group (Castano et al., 2002;
Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988), can render morality
shifting unnecessary.

MORALITY SHIFTING AS A DEFENSE MECHANISM
TO ANY SELF-RELATED VIOLATIONS

In the present contribution, we proposed morality shifting as a
mechanism through which individuals can maintain a moral
image of their ingroup, and, in turn, of themselves, when this
image is threatened by the behavior of fellow ingroup mem-
bers. The same process might occur on individual level, where
personal norm violations are concerned. A shift from harm and
fairness morals to loyalty and authority morals related to the
personal self might also help maintain a moral view of oneself
as an individual. The phenomenon of moral hypocrisy, for
instance, describes moral judgments as stemming from
egocentric and automatic evaluations as right or wrong
and therefore being self-serving in nature (Batson, Kobrynowicz,
Dinnerstein, Kampf, & Wilson, 1997; Batson, Thompson,
Seuferling, Whitney, & Strongman, 1999; Batson, Thompson,
& Chen, 2002; Epley & Caruso, 2004). This phenomenon might
result, among other things, from morality shifting. As such, mo-
rality shifting is likely not exclusive to ingroup wrongdoings as
investigated here, but rather a general defense mechanism occur-
ring in any transgression related to the self. The preliminary
evidence presented here supports our conjecture, but future re-
search is needed to investigate the individual level, moderat-
ing factors, boundary conditions, and consequences of this
phenomenon.
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