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Three studies investigated the role of intergroup satisfaction in intergroup confl ict. After 
reading about real acts of aggression committed by an ingroup, participants reported how those 
actions made them feel and how much they would support similar aggression in the future. In 
all three studies, experiencing intergroup satisfaction increased support for similar aggression, 
whereas experiencing intergroup guilt decreased support for similar aggression. Study 2 showed 
that ingroup identifi cation increased justifi cation appraisals, which increased satisfaction 
and decreased guilt, and thus increased support for future aggression. Study 3 provided an 
experimental test of the model: when justifi cation appraisals were manipulated, emotion and 
support for further aggression changed accordingly. These fi ndings demonstrate conditions 
under which intergroup satisfaction can facilitate and sustain intergroup confl ict. 
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In 1973, the United States covertly supported 
a military led coup against the democratically 
elected socialist government of President 
Salvador Allende in Chile. The coup was a bloody 
one, but CIA backing allowed General Augusto 
Pinochet to begin a 17-year dictatorship that left 
more than 3000 Chileans dead or missing. Some 
commentators have suggested that despite the 
brutal repression that kept Pinochet in power, 
satisfaction with the outcome of the event at 
the time encouraged US intrusion throughout 
Central and South America for the next two dec-
ades (Bancroft-Hinchley, 2001). In this article, 
we explore how such satisfaction with ingroup 
aggression can foster support for continued 
confl ict.

The roots of intergroup confl ict are complex, 
residing in competition both for material and 
psychological gain and embedded in patterns 
of confl ict and entrenched mutual views of 
antagonists as evil and untrustworthy (Brewer & 
Brown, 1998; Sherif, 1958; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
We are concerned with the role that emotions 
might play in exacerbating intergroup confl ict 
once an aggressive act has been committed. 
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Although emotion and its regulatory role on 
behavior have long been considered individually 
based phenomena, recent theories have claimed 
emotion as also a group level phenomenon, with 
implications for intergroup behavior (Alexander, 
Brewer, & Hermann, 1999; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & 
Xu, 2002; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000; Neuberg 
& Cottrell, 2002). Intergroup Emotions Theory 
(IET; Mackie, et al., 2000; Mackie & Smith, 1998; 
Smith, 1993), for example, postulates that when 
people identify with a group, they experience 
emotion in response to events that either help 
or harm group goals, regardless of whether those 
events are performed by or targeted at them 
personally. Specifi cally, individuals will make 
group-level appraisals which incite group-level 
emotions and group-level action tendencies. 
Thus the experience of these group emotions 
is fundamental to intergroup relations because 
they translate interpretations of what is good or 
bad for the ingroup into group-based action 
tendencies. Evidence now suggests that identifi -
cation with a group is key in the experience of 
group-based emotions (Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 
2004), that people experience emotions in 
response to group outcomes even when those 
outcomes are not personally relevant (Mackie & 
Smith, 2002), and that group members’ experi-
ence of intergroup emotion mediates their de-
sires to confront or avoid the outgroup (Dumont, 
Yzerbyt, Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003; Mackie et al., 
2000; Silver, Miller, Mackie, & Smith, 2001; 
Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003). 

Research is increasingly demonstrating a role 
for emotion in intergroup action tendencies. 
Collective guilt, for example, has been attributed 
a role not just in promoting more positive inter-
group attitudes (Powell, Branscombe, & Schmitt, 
2005) but in actually inhibiting the desire for 
aggressive intergroup behavior (Branscombe & 
Doosje, 2004; Branscombe, Doosje, & McGarty, 
2002). Specifi cally, collective guilt is related to 
a desire to make apologies or reparations to the 
offended group (Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, 
& Manstead, 1998; Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003; 
Mallett & Swim, 2004; Schmitt, Branscombe, & 
Brehm, 2004; Swim & Miller, 1999; see also Schmitt, 
Behner, Montada, Muller, & Muller-Fohrbrodt, 
2000). There is even evidence that the more 

collective guilt individuals feel for their in-
groups’ wrongdoings, the more likely they are 
to forgive the outgroup its own indiscretions 
(Hewstone et al., 2004). This research demon-
strates the importance of collective guilt in 
regulating intergroup attitudes and behavior 
(but see also Iyer et al., 2003, for limitations). 
With its tendency to correct inappropriate 
behavior, collective guilt clearly plays a pivotal 
role in alleviating group confl ict. 

Because of its role in inhibiting intergroup 
aggression, researchers have investigated the 
conditions under which individuals will ex-
perience collective guilt. Although personal 
responsibility for an immoral behavior has 
been found to be central to the experience of 
guilt on an interpersonal level (Weiner, 1995), 
research has now shown that people can experi-
ence intergroup guilt even when the individual 
has no direct responsibility for the group’s 
action (e.g. Branscombe et al., 2002). For ex-
ample, Australians feel collective guilt for the 
harsh treatment of Aborigines, Dutch feel 
collective guilt for the colonization of Indonesia, 
and white Americans feel collective guilt for 
the historically harsh treatment of African 
Americans (Branscombe et al., 2002; Iyer et al., 
2003; Powell et al., 2005; Swim & Miller, 1999). 
However, both self-categorization in terms of a 
group membership and an acknowledgement of 
ingroup responsibility are necessary precursors 
to collective guilt (Branscombe et al., 2002). 
Apparently these conditions are not always 
easily met. As Branscombe and Miron conclude, 
‘collective guilt appears to be a fragile emotional 
response that can be rather easily disrupted’ 
(2004, p. 331). 

What happens when groups do not feel badly 
about acts of intergroup aggression? Especially 
when aggression is goal directed, when the 
ingroup is helped in some intended way, 
group members may instead feel intergroup 
satisfaction following intergroup aggression. At 
the interpersonal level, satisfaction is defi ned 
as a positive emotional response to obtaining 
some desired goal or event (Ortony, Clore, & 
Collins, 1988). Given that aggression is often 
goal-directed, perceived advancement of those 
goals through such behavior elicits satisfaction, 
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and such satisfaction increases the likelihood 
of further aggression (Berkowitz, 1990). We 
assume satisfaction has a similar function at the 
intergroup level. Identifi cation with a group 
translates appraisals from concerns about how 
events impact the self personally to concerns 
about whether events promote or hurt the 
group. Thus intergroup aggression—aggression 
carried out by the group or in the name of the 
group—may produce intergroup satisfaction 
if it is seen as advancing the group’s position. 
Such satisfaction in turn may increase the desire 
for further similar behavior. Elsewhere we have 
shown that successfully executing a desired inter-
group behavior leads to satisfaction, accompanied 
by a strengthened desire to engage in similar 
behavior in the future (Maitner, Mackie, & 
Smith, 2006). Taking a regulatory perspective 
on intergroup emotion thus suggests that inter-
group satisfaction might act as an emotional 
reinforcer of aggressive intergroup behavior, 
thereby promoting support for continued con-
fl ict. Accordingly, we hypothesized that any 
satisfaction group members felt in response to 
ingroup aggression would predict their support 
for future aggression. As collective guilt is related 
to a desire to apologize or make reparations, we 
expected intergroup guilt to predict reduced 
support for continued aggressive action. We 
tested these hypotheses in three studies.

Study 1

Our fi rst study was designed to demonstrate a 
relation between any satisfaction and guilt ex-
perienced following ingroup aggression and 
the extent to which group members supported 
further aggression. Paralleling the interpersonal 
literature, we expected satisfaction and guilt to 
be conceptually independent (Ortony et al., 
1988). Depending on how they appraised the 
events, we expected group members to react 
with feelings of satisfaction and/or guilt after 
learning or being reminded of negative ingroup 
behavior. Confi rming previous research, we 
expected these emotions to be elicited even if 
individual group members were not personally 
responsible for the group’s action, as long as 
they recognized the aggressing group as an 

ingroup. We further expected that satisfaction 
for group actions would relate to support for 
similar aggression in the future, whereas feeling 
guilty for group actions would undermine 
support for similar action in the future. To 
test these ideas, we had participants read short 
descriptions of ingroup aggression and report 
their emotional reactions and support for future 
group-level actions. 

Method
Participants Participants were 33 students 
at the University of California, Santa Barbara 
(UCSB). Only students who identifi ed themselves 
as American in pretesting were invited to 
participate. Students received course credit for 
their participation. They participated up to six at 
a time, individually responding to questionnaires 
in cubicle spaces. 

Procedure
Description of ingroup aggression Written in-
structions informed participants that the study 
was concerned with people’s reactions to group 
action. Participants then read one of two min-
imal, historically accurate, specifi c, descriptions 
of aggressive actions taken by the United States 
against another non-specifi ed nation. Partici-
pants read either: ‘The United States used 
missiles to destroy a factory in an African coun-
try; many people died’; or ‘The United States 
supported a coup in a South American country 
that resulted in many deaths’.1 

Dependent variables Participants were then 
asked to indicate how the action made them 
feel. Participants used 7-point scales (1 = not 
at all to 7 = very) to indicate how much they 
were feeling each of six emotion terms. Terms 
were intended to assess feelings of satisfaction 
(satisfi ed, pleased, content; α = .86) or guilt 
(guilty, regretful, sorry; α = .81).

Participants next reported their support for 
future aggression by responding to the two 
questions: ‘In the future, do you think the 
United States should engage in similar action?’ 
and ‘In the future, do you think the United 
States should avoid similar action?’ Partici-
pants again used 7-point scales (1 = defi nitely 
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not; 7 = defi nitely yes) to indicate their support. 
These two items correlated at r = –.76 (p < .001) 
and were combined to refl ect how much the 
participant supported similar ingroup aggression 
in the future. When participants completed 
these items, they were debriefed and thanked 
for their participation.

Results and discussion
No signifi cant differences in responses were 
found between the two descriptions of ingroup 
aggression. All further analyses are collapsed 
across stimulus replication. 

Intergroup emotions and support for intergroup 
action Overall, participants reported feeling 
minimal satisfaction (M = 1.81, SD = 0.96) and mod-
erate guilt (M = 4.43, SD = 1.46) in response to the 
aggressive ingroup action. A repeated-measures 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) confi rmed that 
participants felt more guilt than satisfaction for 
the negative ingroup action (F(1, 32) = 69.18, 
p < .001). The fact that they played no part in 
this historical action, yet experienced guilt and 
satisfaction in response to it, confi rmed our 
assumption that participants who identifi ed 
themselves as Americans considered the United 
States an ingroup. As expected, the experience 
of satisfaction and guilt were uncorrelated 
(r  = –.085, ns). Overall, our participants reported 
being moderately opposed to similar aggression 
in the future (M = 3.00, SD = 1.49).

Relation between intergroup emotion and 
support for intergroup action Our hypotheses 
focused primarily on the relations between 
intergroup emotions and support for future 
aggression. We predicted that exposure to 
information about negative ingroup behavior 
would result in feelings of satisfaction and/or 
guilt, and that these emotions would in turn 
affect group members’ behavioral intentions. We 
correlated participants’ emotion scores with their 
support for intergroup action. Both satisfaction 
and guilt predicted behavioral intentions as 
expected. Although participants experienced 
only minimal satisfaction, the satisfaction they 
did experience was strongly and signifi cantly 
related to support for future aggression (r = .62, 

p < .001).2 Guilt, on the other hand, was related 
to reduced support for similar aggressive action 
(r = –.36, p = .040). 

When satisfaction and guilt were simultan-
eously entered into a regression equation pre-
dicting desire for similar intergroup aggression, 
they predicted nearly 48% of the variance in 
support for future aggression (F (2, 30) = 13.58, 
p < .001). Satisfaction uniquely accounted for 
35% of this variance while guilt uniquely 
accounted for 10%.3 Although participants re-
ported very little satisfaction for their groups’ 
aggressive action, the satisfaction they did re-
port signifi cantly predicted support for future 
aggression. Although group members reported 
more guilt at the ingroup’s action overall, this 
guilt was less strongly predictive of support for 
future intergroup aggression.

Study 2

Study 1 showed that the satisfaction people 
experienced following intergroup aggression 
was predictive of increased support for further 
aggression, whereas the guilt they felt was pre-
dictive of decreased support. Given the important 
role satisfaction plays in facilitating and guilt in 
inhibiting intergroup aggression, we turned to 
the question of how each of these emotions might 
arise. According to IET, distinctive intergroup 
appraisals give rise to distinct emotions. In this 
regard, appraisals of justifi ability seem most 
relevant to the intergroup emotions of concern. 
First, perceptions of justifi ability clearly min-
imize the experience of intergroup guilt. For 
instance, several researchers have shown that 
perceptions of unfairness, illegitimacy, or 
injustice evoke collective guilt (Branscombe & 
Miron, 2004; Mallett & Swim, 2004), whereas 
thoughts about exonerating conditions minimize 
collective guilt (Roccas, Klar, & Liviatan, 2004). 
Second, distributive outcomes that are perceived 
as just or fair lead to relatively high levels of 
satisfaction (Adams, 1965; Crosby, 1976; Walster, 
Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). Thus people 
appear to experience collective guilt to the ex-
tent that they perceive behavior as unjustifi ed 
and satisfaction to the extent that they view 
behavior as justifi ed. We thus assessed appraisals 
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of justification of intergroup aggression as 
precursors of intergroup satisfaction and 
guilt. These emotions were expected in turn 
to infl uence support for ingroup action, with 
satisfaction promoting support for further 
intergroup aggression and guilt depressing it, 
as found in Study 1. 

Given the important role that identifi cation 
with a group has been shown to play in the 
experience of intergroup emotion in general 
(Silver et al., 2001), and in the experience of 
intergroup guilt specifi cally (Doosje et al., 1998), 
Study 2 also investigated how identifi cation 
with the aggressive ingroup might infl uence 
the relations between emotion and support 
for ingroup aggression found in Study 1. IET 
predicts that identification with the group 
infl uences the appraisals people make in inter-
group contexts. These appraisals should in 
turn infl uence intergroup emotions (Mackie 
et al., 2004; Silver et al., 2001; Yzerbyt et al., 
2003). In this study, we expected identifi cation 
to infl uence appraisals of the justifi ability of 
ingroup aggression, which would in turn infl u-
ence intergroup satisfaction and guilt and thus 
support for future aggression.

We expected identifi cation to increase percep-
tions of the justifi ability of ingroup aggression 
because when identity is based on group member-
ship, the desire for a positive self-view results in 
group-serving explanations for ingroup actions 
(Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; Branscombe 
& Miron, 2004; Doosje & Branscombe, 2003; 
Mummendey, Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 
1999). Highly identifi ed individuals are least 
likely to accept threatening information about 
the group’s past (Doosje et al., 1998), are most 
able to minimize perception of harm done by 
the ingroup, and are most able to focus on out-
group behaviors or qualities that justify the ag-
gression (Branscombe, 2004; Branscombe & 
Miron, 2004). Thus, high identifi ers appear more 
likely to spontaneously justify their ingroup’s 
aggressive behavior. 

This pattern of responses creates conditions 
that allow us to predict a positive relation be-
tween group identifi cation and support for 
future aggression (since identifi cation leads to 
justifi cation which leads to satisfaction which 

leads to support for further aggression). Such 
a prediction is consistent with other evidence 
that highly identifi ed group members are often 
those most likely to show ingroup bias (Castano, 
Yzerbyt, Paladino, & Sacchi, 2002; Verkuyten & 
Nekuee, 1999), especially under conditions of 
social identity threat (Branscombe, N’gbala, 
Kobrynowicz, & Wann, 1997; Branscombe & 
Wann, 1994). We expected this relation between 
identifi cation and support for future aggression 
to be mediated by intergroup appraisals and 
intergroup emotions. 

Thus, in Study 2, we hypothesized that: (1) iden-
tifi cation would infl uence support for continued 
ingroup aggression via intergroup justifi cation 
appraisals, and (2) justifi cation appraisals would 
infl uence support for intergroup action via 
increasing satisfaction and decreasing guilt.

Method
Participants and design Participants were 
68 American students at UCSB. Students were 
either paid or received course credit for their 
participation. Participants responded to the 
dependent variables in individual cubicle spaces 
after completing an unrelated computer task. 

Procedure
Identifi cation assessment American identifi cation 
was assessed four to eight weeks prior to data col-
lection using the identity subscale of Luhtanen 
and Crocker’s (1992) Collective Self-Esteem 
Scale. This scale was modifi ed so that the four 
items referred to the group Americans, rather than 
to social groups in general (i.e. The American group 
is an important refl ection of who I am). Participants 
indicated their level of agreement with each 
statement using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Description of ingroup aggression Participants 
read one of the three historically accurate de-
scriptions of negative American actions. The 
new description read, ‘The United States con-
ducted air raids on an Asian country, many 
people died’. This item was pretested at the 
same time as the others and was rated as similarly 
negative (M = 5.47, SD = 1.07).
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Dependent variables Participants responded to 
the item, ‘To what extent do you think the United 
States’ action was justifi ed?’ on a 7-point scale 
from 1 (very unjustifi ed) to 7 (very justifi ed).

Participants next responded in the same way 
to the same emotion terms, and support for 
future behavior questions as in Study 1. As in 
Study 1, the satisfaction items were internally 
consistent (α = .90). Despite their consistency in 
Study 1, internal consistency for the guilt items 
was much lower (α = .66). Given their conceptual 
derivation, their high reliability in Study 1, and 
the fact that the means produced in this study 
were similar to those in Study 1, we maintained 
the same composite score. After completing 
these measures, participants were debriefed 
and thanked for their participation.

Results and discussion
Identifi cation and justifi cation Reported iden-
tifi cation as Americans yielded a symmetric 
distribution of scores with average identifi ca-
tion at the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.92, 
SD = 1.37). No systematic differences were found 
across stimulus replication (F (2, 65) = .83, ns), 
indicating no failures of randomization.

Participants reported that the US actions 
were moderately justifi ed (M = 3.84, SD = 1.22). 
Neither stimulus replication nor its interaction 
effects (with American identifi cation) exerted 
any impact on justifi cation scores.

Intergroup emotions and support for inter-
group action Satisfaction and guilt were again 
uncorrelated; (r = –.16, ns). A repeated measures 
ANOVA revealed that participants reported 
feeling more guilt (M = 3.86, SD = 1.29) than 
satisfaction (M = 2.13, SD = 1.32), (F (1, 65) = 
49.46, p < .001). Overall, participants reported 
being moderately unsupportive of similar 
aggression in the future (M = 3.29, SD = 1.49).

Relations among identifi cation, justifi cation, 
emotion, and support for intergroup action  We 
tested our hypotheses using Baron and Kenny’s 
(1986) mediated regression procedure. We 
predicted that (1) identifi cation would infl uence 
support for intergroup action via justifi cation, 

and (2) justifi cation would infl uence support for 
intergroup action via satisfaction and guilt.

First we examined justifi cation as a mediator of 
the relation between identifi cation and support 
for intergroup action. We found the hypothe-
sized direct relation between identifi cation and 
support for similar aggression. As expected, the 
more participants identifi ed with the group, the 
more likely they were to support similar aggres-
sion in the future (β = .31, p = .011). Second, 
we found that identifi cation predicted justifi -
cation as expected. The more strongly participants 
identifi ed with the group, the more they spon-
taneously justified their groups’ aggression 
(β = .28, p = .022). Finally, when identifi cation and 
justifi cation were simultaneously entered into a 
regression analysis, identifi cation no longer pre-
dicted support for future aggression (β = .16, ns; 
the reduction in the β value was signifi cant, z = 2.14, 
p = .033). However, justifi cation still strongly pre-
dicted support for future aggression (β = .53, 
p < .001). Thus, the relation between identifi cation 
and support for future aggression was fully 
mediated by justifi cation (see Figure 1a).

Next we investigated whether intergroup 
emotions mediated the relation between justi-
fi cation and support for intergroup action, fi rst 
investigating satisfaction as a mediator. Con-
sistent with the previous analysis, justifi cation 
strongly predicted support for future aggres-
sion. The more participants saw intergroup 
aggression as justifi ed, the more they supported 
repeating it (β = .58, p < .001). Justifi cation 
was also strongly related to intergroup satis-
faction. The more participants appraised acts 
of intergroup aggression as justifi ed, the more 
satisfi ed they were (β = .39, p = .001). When both 
justifi cation and satisfaction were entered into 
a simultaneous equation predicting support 
for future aggression, the relation between 
justifi cation and support for future aggression was 
signifi cantly reduced, although not completely 
eliminated (β = .39, p < .001, the reduction in 
the β value was signifi cant, z = 2.83, p = .005). 
Satisfaction also strongly predicted support 
for future aggression (β = .47, p < .001). Thus 
intergroup satisfaction signifi cantly, but not 
completely, mediated the relation between 
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the appraisal of the aggression as justifi ed and 
support for future aggression (see Figure 1b).

Justifi cation was only marginally related to 
intergroup guilt. The more participants perceived 
acts of intergroup aggression as justifi ed, the 
less intergroup guilt they experienced (β = –.22, 
p = .068). The inclusion of guilt in a regression 
equation predicting support for future aggression 
failed to signifi cantly reduce the relation between 
justifi cation and support for future aggression 
(β = .54, p < .001, the reduction in the β value 
was nonsignifi cant, z = 1.32, p = .186). However, 
guilt was marginally related to reduced support 
for future aggression (β = –.19, p = .062). Because 
our measure of guilt was less reliable than our 
measure of satisfaction, we do not know whether 
our failure to fi nd mediation is a consequence 
of poor reliability, or because of true lack of 
relation. However, since Study 1 also found satis-
faction to be more closely related to support for 
future aggression than guilt, it is possible that 
guilt is simply less related to support for future 
aggression than is satisfaction.

Although correlational, our results support our 
hypothesized model: justifi cation was important 
in increasing satisfaction and marginally 
decreasing guilt, which, in turn, were predictive of 
support for future aggression. Also, identifi cation 
with the group infl uenced the extent to which 
participants justifi ed ingroup aggression. 

Study 3

Study 2 provided further correlational support 
for our model of the way in which intergroup 
satisfaction and guilt can facilitate and inhibit 
support for intergroup aggression. The extent 
to which individuals justifi ed ingroup aggres-
sion infl uenced their emotions, which predicted 
support for future aggression. Study 3 was de-
signed to provide an experimental test of the 
causal relation among intergroup appraisals, 
emotion, and support for future ingroup action. 
We manipulated the appraisal context of in-
group aggression with the intent of changing 
participants’ emotions and subsequent support 
for future aggression.

Branscombe and Miron (2004) point out that 
individuals can legitimize their ingroup’s immoral 
behavior in multiple, sometimes simultaneous, 
ways. As our concern in this experiment was to 
accomplish a strong manipulation of justifi cation 
(one that might overcome any natural proclivities 
among those differentially identifi ed with the 
group), we used a multifaceted manipulation 
that described the ingroup aggression as either 
carefully considered, reached by consensus with 
allies, and successful or as carelessly executed, 
reached without consultation with other coun-
tries, and unsuccessful. We then measured partici-
pants’ justifi cations, emotions, and support for 
future aggression. We expected aggressive actions 
that were described as carefully thought out, 
consensual, and successful would be perceived as 
more justifi ed than aggressive actions described 
as carelessly executed, unilateral, and unsuc-
cessful. We expected justifi ed acts would provoke 
more satisfaction and less guilt than unjustifi ed 
actions. In turn, satisfaction was expected to 
increase support, and guilt to decrease support, 
for similar aggression in the future.

Method
Participants and design Participants were 60 
students at UCSB run under identical conditions 
to those reported in the previous two studies. Only 
American students were invited to participate. 
Participants were randomly assigned to the cells 
of a 2 (scenario replication) × 2 (justifi cation 
condition) between-subjects design.

Figure 1(a). Model showing the relation between 
identification and support for future aggression, 
mediated by justification. (b) Model showing the 
relation between justifi cation and support for future 
aggression, mediated by satisfaction.
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Procedure
Description of ingroup aggression Instructions and 
stimuli were identical to those used in Study 1.

Justifi cation manipulation Participants in the 
justifi ed condition were told: ‘The United States 
took this action after careful consideration of 
alternatives and consultation with allies. This 
action succeeded in achieving the United 
States’ objectives’. Participants in the unjustifi ed 
condition were told: ‘The United States took 
this action without considering all possible 
alternatives, and having failed to consult with 
allies. This action failed to achieve the United 
States’ objectives’. This manipulation included 
multiple types of information—any one of 
which might have been crucial to the effects 
obtained—in an attempt to ensure participants’ 
appraisals were infl uenced. 

Dependent variables Participants next responded 
to the same justifi cation, emotion, and support for 
future behavior questions as in Study 2. Internal 
consistency was suffi cient for the two emotion 
scales (satisfaction, α = .93; guilt, α = .74). 
After completing these measures, participants 
were fully debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Results and discussion
Intergroup appraisals We subjected partici-
pants’ justifi cation scores to a 2 (justifi cation 
condition) × 2 (stimulus replication) ANOVA. 
Analysis revealed a signifi cant effect of justifi -
cation condition (F (1, 56) = 8.83, p = .004). As 
expected participants in the justifi ed condition 
perceived ingroup aggression as signifi cantly 
more justifi ed (M = 4.10, SD = 1.21) than par-
ticipants in the unjustifi ed condition (M = 3.20, 
SD = 1.13). These results indicate that we suc-
cessfully infl uenced participants’ justifi cation 
appraisals as intended.

Intergroup emotions Perhaps because in this 
study the experimental manipulation created 
justifi cation differences, guilt and satisfaction 
were negatively correlated (r = –.27, p = .040).

A repeated-measures ANOVA revealed that 
again, more guilt (M = 4.51, SD = 1.23) than satis-
faction (M = 2.32, SD = 1.22) was experienced 

overall (F(1, 57) = 98.73, p < .001). However, we 
also found the predicted emotion by appraisal 
condition interaction (F(1, 56) = 23.42, p < .001). 
Participants reported signifi cantly more satis-
faction (M = 2.97) in the justifi ed condition than 
in the unjustifi ed condition (M = 1.65, p < .05), 
and less guilt (M = 4.12) in the justifi ed condition 
than in the unjustifi ed condition (M = 4.89, p < .05) 
indicating that the manipulation infl uenced 
emotions as intended.

Support for intergroup action Analysis revealed 
a signifi cant effect of justifi cation condition on 
support for future aggression (F(1, 56) = 16.10, 
p < .001). Participants in the justifi ed condition 
were signifi cantly more (although not highly) 
likely to want to engage in similar aggression in 
the future (M = 3.62) than participants in the 
unjustifi ed condition (M = 2.40). 

Relations among condition, emotion, and 
support for intergroup action To assess the 
relations among the key variables we conducted 
mediational analyses. We expected condition 
(dummy coded; unjustifi ed condition = 0, justi-
fi ed condition = 1) to infl uence emotions, which, 
in turn would infl uence support for future ag-
gression. Even though participants reported 
low amounts of satisfaction, we expected that 
satisfaction would account for the relation 
between justifi cation and support for future 
aggression as in Study 2.

We fi rst investigated satisfaction as a mediator. 
We found the hypothesized direct relation 
between justifi cation condition and support 
for similar aggression. Specifi cally, participants 
in the justifi cation condition more strongly 
supported repeating similar aggression in the 
future (β = .46, p < .001). Second, we found that 
justifi cation condition predicted satisfaction. 
Participants in the justifi cation condition were 
more satisfied than participants in the un-
justifi ed condition (β = .53, p < .001). Finally, 
when experienced satisfaction was included as 
a mediator, justifi cation condition no longer 
predicted the desire to engage in similar action 
in the future (β = .19, ns; the reduction in the 
β value was signifi cant, z = 3.38, p < .001). How-
ever, satisfaction still strongly predicted support 
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for future aggression (β = .55, p < .001). Thus, 
the relation between justifi cation condition and 
support for future aggression was completely 
mediated by satisfaction. The justification 
condition increased support for similar behavior, 
and this was because such aggression was more 
satisfying (see Figure 2a).

Next we investigated guilt as a mediator. Again, 
we found that justifi cation condition predicted 
guilt (β = –.31, p = .015). However, when both justi-
fi cation condition and guilt were entered into a 
regression equation both justifi cation condition 
(β = .38, p = .002) and guilt (β = –.26, p = .030) re-
mained signifi cant predictors of support for 
future aggression. A Sobel test indicated there 
was no signifi cant reduction in the predictive 
power of the justifi cation condition (z = –1.67, 
ns). Thus, guilt did not mediate the relation 
between justifi cation condition and a desire for 
future aggression, but remained a signifi cant 
independent predictor (see Figure 2b).4

A regression model including justifi cation con-
dition, guilt, and satisfaction accounted for 48% 
of the variance in action tendencies (F(3, 56) = 
18.62 p < .001). With all three predictors included 
in the model, satisfaction uniquely accounted 
for 19% of the variance while guilt accounted 
for 5%. Thus, not only was satisfaction the only 
mediator between justifi cation condition and 
support for future aggression, but satisfaction 

also uniquely accounted for more variance in the 
desire for future aggression than did guilt.

General discussion

The data from these three studies provide sup-
port for our claim that intergroup satisfaction is 
an emotion that can play an exacerbating role 
in intergroup confl ict. Using correlational data, 
Studies 1 and 2 showed that the intergroup satis-
faction people felt following ingroup aggression 
predicted their support for further intergroup 
aggression. Collective guilt played a consistent, 
although weaker, role in discouraging future 
aggression. Study 2 showed that justifi cations 
for intergroup aggression were associated with 
increased satisfaction and increased support 
for continued aggression, and that those who 
identifi ed highly with their group were more 
likely to justify its aggression. Using experimental 
data, Study 3 confi rmed the role that justifi cation 
played in increasing intergroup satisfaction 
and decreasing intergroup guilt, and the role 
that satisfaction played in increasing support 
for continued aggression. While generally con-
fi rming the role that intergroup guilt can play 
in inhibiting intergroup aggression, these 
three studies provide evidence that intergroup 
satisfaction can facilitate support for future 
aggression. 

Although very little satisfaction was experi-
enced by our participants overall, any experience 
of this emotion was strongly related to the de-
sire to engage in similar aggression in the future 
(even though this too was quite minimal). We 
did not succeed in eliciting more than marginal 
satisfaction about intergroup aggression, nor 
more than minimal desire to continue intergroup 
aggression. What we did fi nd, however, is that any 
satisfaction that is evoked by intergroup aggression 
will have a powerful effect on the desire to aggress 
again. This suggests, perhaps discouragingly, 
that any aspect of intergroup aggression that 
increases satisfaction will have a dramatic impact 
on support for continued ingroup aggression, a 
response likely to exacerbate cycles of intergroup 
violence. In this regard we were able to show that 
justifi cation is one crucial precursor to the experi-
ence of satisfaction. In addition, we demonstrated 

Figure 2(a). Model showing the relation between justi-
fi cation condition and support for future aggression, 
mediated by satisfaction. (b) Model showing the relation 
between justifi cation condition and support for future 
aggression, mediated by guilt.
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that those highly identifi ed with a group may 
be more likely to support ingroup aggression 
because they are (as earlier research suggested) 
more willing or able to justify such action and 
thus experience more satisfaction about it. 

Further research is clearly required to system-
atically assess conditions that increase justifi ca-
tion, as well as alternative mechanisms that might 
evoke intergroup satisfaction. Our multifaceted 
approach to obtaining a strong manipulation 
of justification included information about 
the antecedents and the consequences of the 
ingroup’s aggressive action. Although successful, 
further research might usefully tease apart the 
effects of consideration, consensus, and success 
of the aggressive actions, as well as explore some 
of the the other conditions previously noted as 
producing justifi cation for immoral ingroup 
action (e.g. Branscombe & Miron, 2004). More 
importantly, just as researchers have begun to 
delineate the preconditions of experiencing 
collective guilt, more needs to be known about 
other precursors of satisfaction. Results from 
Studies 2 and 3 indicate that justifi cation can 
make acts of ingroup aggression more satisfying. 
However, in Study 3, although satisfaction fully 
mediated the relation between justifi cation 
condition and support for future aggression, 
justifi cation appraisals did not fully mediate 
the relation between our manipulation and 
participants’ reported intergroup satisfaction. 
Just as there are many ways to escape collective 
guilt, there may be many ways to experience 
intergroup satisfaction. For example, perceiving 
an aggressive act as attaining a desired outcome 
(either in terms of material resources or improve-
ments in group status) may alone make acts of 
aggression more satisfying, in addition to or 
despite other appraisals made about the behavior. 
Our manipulation may have tapped into some of 
these other possibilities in addition to creating 
justifi cation.

The exact mechanism that links satisfaction to 
support for future aggression is also currently 
unknown. In this study, we used satisfaction to 
refer to a cluster of emotions including pleasure 
and contentment. Satisfaction is not typically 
regarded as a basic emotion closely linked to 
a distinctive action tendency (Ekman, 1999). 

Nevertheless, satisfaction and gratitude have 
been used to label emotional reactions to hoped 
for events (Ortony et al., 1988). Thus defi ned, 
satisfaction should be related to, but empirically 
distinguishable from, measures of desire for, 
support of, or intention to commit emotion-
related behaviors. Our data suggest that this is 
the case. Although strongly predictive of the 
support measure, reported satisfaction was 
distinct from both general attitudes about US 
policies (see Note 3) and support for continued 
aggression. In Studies 1 and 2, significant 
variance in the support measure is independent 
of satisfaction, as shown by the fact that guilt 
negatively predicts support but is completely 
independent of satisfaction. In Study 2, the 
relation between justifi cation appraisals and the 
support measure was only partially mediated by 
satisfaction, suggesting again that satisfaction 
and support are empirically distinguishable. As 
measured, satisfaction may act as a reward for 
succeeding and thus increase the likelihood of 
those behaviors being performed again (‘if it 
feels good, do it again’). Alternatively, satisfaction 
may reinforce the notion that the ingroup has 
enough strength and status to aggress, which, 
in turn, may increase the likelihood of future 
aggression. Sachdev and Bourhis (1991) reported 
that members of high status and powerful groups 
were more discriminatory than subordinate low 
status group members. Thus such reinforcement 
of the group’s position may make aggression 
more likely. Finally, much evidence suggests 
that people in positive states engage in heuristic 
processing of social information (Forgas, 2000). 
Satisfi ed participants may engage in heuristic de-
cision making, using their positive affect as a cue 
to their support for similar action in the future. 
Understanding the mechanism through which 
satisfaction leads to a desire for future aggression 
may suggest new ways to undermine its relation 
with support for continued aggression. 

To date, most empirical research investigating 
collective guilt about negative ingroup behavior 
has focused participants on past action or long 
standing inequality. Branscombe (2004) asks 
‘whether perceived responsibility for correcting 
or solving existing inequality also has potential to 
evoke guilt’ (p. 330). Our data certainly suggest 
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that group members can feel guilt for more 
recent ingroup actions, although we did not 
assess perceived responsibility. Confirming 
earlier research, our data show collective guilt 
to be infl uenced by group identifi cation and 
perceptions of action justifi ability. Across studies, 
however, guilt had a weaker effect on dampening 
support for future aggression than satisfaction 
had on increasing it. Thus there may be differ-
ences in how people react to guilt elicited by past 
ingroup aggression and more current ingroup 
aggression, but this remains an empirical 
question.

Our fi ndings confi rm the benefi t of approaches 
to emotion that maintain the independence of 
distinct emotions. As the appraisal conditions 
that are thought to elicit guilt and satisfaction 
are quite different, we had theoretical reasons 
to treat the two emotions as independent. 
This assumption received empirical support in 
Studies 1 and 2, where we had no control over the 
spontaneous appraisals that participants made. 
In Study 3, however, in which we attempted to 
experimentally manipulate appraisals, we ap-
parently succeeded in creating conditions that 
were relevant to both emotions. Nevertheless, 
even when appraisal conditions increased 
satisfaction and decreased guilt, the value of 
retaining these emotions as distinct can be seen 
in the very different relations they had with other 
assessed variables. The justifi cation appraisals 
that were made in Study 3 apparently affected 
satisfaction and guilt to a different extent as well 
as in opposite directions. Moreover, self-reported 
justifi cation appraisals completely mediated the 
relation between our manipulation and guilt but 
only partially mediated that with satisfaction. 
Thus the manipulation seems to have affected 
guilt fully through its impact on justifi cation, 
whereas it likely affected satisfaction by affecting 
both justifi cation and other appraisals. Similarly 
guilt and satisfaction were differentially related to 
support for future aggression and differentially 
mediated the impact of justifi cation on such 
support, all fi ndings that speak to the value of 
considering them conceptually distinct. 

In the quest to understand intergroup con-
fl ict, our results are limited by the fact that we 
assessed only self-reported support for ingroup 

action, rather than actual support for such ag-
gression. Whereas the links between emotional 
experiences and the readiness to engage in 
certain types of action are fairly well established, 
the link between emotions and actual behaviors is 
more tenuous (Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994). 
One reason for this is that actual behaviors are 
more constrained by situational factors than are 
impulses or intentions. Although group mem-
bers may feel like confronting or aggressing 
against the outgroup, acting in line with these 
desires requires appropriate resources, no other 
pressing concerns, and so forth. On the other 
hand, affective responses have been shown to 
predict intergroup behaviors better than do 
some more cognitive assessments (Fiske, 1998) 
and normative pressures can sometimes facili-
tate rather than inhibit intergroup aggression 
(Insko et al., 1998). All else being equal though, 
the activation of a specifi c emotion and the 
action tendency or intention associated with 
it makes the execution of relevant behavior 
more likely.

Unfortunately, instances of ingroup bias and 
outgroup derogation are common in the litera-
ture (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner, Brown, & 
Tajfel, 1979). If aggression against an outgroup is 
normal, then the ingroup may rarely be deemed 
morally responsible (a necessary precursor to 
guilt). Thus, it may be the case that guilt is rarely 
experienced in intergroup confl ict situations 
without specifi c instructions to focus on the 
ingroup’s lack of justifi cation for its actions. Satis-
faction, on the other hand, may be rife, especially 
if the goal-directedness of intergroup confl ict 
is enough to elicit it. If undermining potential 
justifi cations for negative group behavior can 
inhibit this satisfaction, which in turn prevents 
future aggression, then preventing people from 
feeling good about the ingroup’s action may 
be helpful in quelling confl ict before it spirals 
out of control. 

Notes
1. One-hundred and eighteen pretest students read 

several descriptions of intergroup aggression 
and made appraisals of the negativity of and of 
attributions of responsibility for the behavior 
(using 7-point scales), in addition to reporting 
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whether or not they recognized the events. 
Participants rated these two events as highly 
negative (M = 5.39, SD = .96, M = 5.72, 
SD = .96 for the South American and African 
action, respectively). No participants correctly 
recognized either event, and fewer than 10% 
of participants reported recognizing the event 
incorrectly.

2. Because our measure of satisfaction was 
moderately positively skewed (sk = 1.24) which 
may distort the magnitude of the relation 
between satisfaction and support for future 
aggression, we analyzed our data in several 
different ways. First, we looked at the correlation 
between satisfaction and support for future 
aggression when participants who reported no 
satisfaction (satisfaction = 1.0) were removed 
from analyses (increases the relation to 
r = .70, p < .001). Second, when satisfaction was 
dichotomized into a variable differentiating 
participants who felt some level of satisfaction 
(satisfaction > 1) from those who were at fl oor 
(satisfaction = 1.0), the correlation was r = .40, 
p = .022. Regardless of skew, participants’ level 
of satisfaction strongly predicted support for 
continued aggression. Satisfaction was similarly 
skewed in Study 2, but similar analyses yielded 
similar results.

3. To ensure that participants’ reported satisfaction 
was not a simple proxy for their general 
attitude toward an aggressive foreign policy, we 
conducted an independent pilot study (n = 76) 
investigating the relation between a general 
attitude toward an aggressive foreign policy, 
satisfaction with specifi c instances of aggression, 
and support for specifi c similar aggression in the 
future. Results indicated that although general 
attitude predicted support for specifi c similar 
aggression in the future, satisfaction uniquely 
predicted an additional amount of variance in 
support for future aggression. Thus satisfaction 
and general attitude exerted independent 
effects on support for similar aggression and 
cannot be considered simple proxies for one 
another.

4. Because our manipulation of justifi cation was 
multifaceted, we wanted to ensure that it was 
infl uencing emotion via justifi cation appraisals 
as intended. Thus, we examined participants’ 
self-reported justifi cation scores as a mediator of 
the relation between condition and intergroup 
emotion. We fi rst examined satisfaction as a 
dependent variable. Appraisal condition was 

signifi cantly related to reported intergroup 
satisfaction. Participants in the justifi ed 
condition were more satisfi ed than participants 
in the unjustifi ed condition (β = .53, p < .001). 
Additionally, participants in the justifi ed 
condition believed the action was more justifi ed 
than participants in the unjustifi ed condition 
(β = .36, p = .004). Finally, when satisfaction was 
regressed on both condition and justifi cation 
ratings, the strength of the relation between 
condition and satisfaction was signifi cantly 
reduced, although not completely eliminated 
(β = .38, p = .001, the reduction in the β value 
was signifi cant, z = 2.35, p = .019). Additionally, 
the more participants appraised the ingroup’s 
action as justifi ed, the more satisfi ed they were 
with it (β = .41, p < .001). Thus justifi cation 
appraisals signifi cantly mediated the relation 
between appraisal condition and intergroup 
satisfaction as intended. There remained, 
however, a signifi cant independent link from 
condition to satisfaction, indicating that 
appraisals other than justifi cation may have been 
affected by our multifaceted manipulation that 
independently infl uenced reported satisfaction.

  We next examined guilt as a dependent 
variable. Again, appraisal condition was 
signifi cantly related to reported intergroup 
guilt. Participants in the justifi ed condition felt 
less guilt than participants in the unjustifi ed 
condition (β = –.31, p = .015). When guilt was 
regressed on both appraisal condition and 
justifi cation ratings, the strength of the relation 
between condition and guilt was virtually 
eliminated (β = .15, p = .221, the reduction in 
the β value was signifi cant, z = 2.32, p = .020). 
Additionally, the more justifi ed participants 
appraised the ingroup’s action, the less guilty 
they felt about it (β = –.45, p < .001). Thus the 
relation between justifi cation condition and 
intergroup guilt was completely determined 
by justifi cation appraisals. 
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