
 

 

 University of Groningen

Qualified support for normative vs. non-normative protest
Teixeira, Cátia P.; Spears, Russell; Iyer, Aarti; Leach, Colin Wayne

Published in:
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology

DOI:
10.1016/j.jesp.2023.104454

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2023

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Teixeira, C. P., Spears, R., Iyer, A., & Leach, C. W. (2023). Qualified support for normative vs. non-
normative protest: Less invested members of advantaged groups are most supportive when the protest fits
the opportunity for status improvement. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 106, Article 104454.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2023.104454

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 24-06-2024

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2023.104454
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/6525e857-5fc1-4968-afa2-8ed326726255
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2023.104454


Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 106 (2023) 104454

Available online 31 January 2023
0022-1031/© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Qualified support for normative vs. non-normative protest: Less invested 
members of advantaged groups are most supportive when the protest fits 
the opportunity for status improvement☆ 

Cátia P. Teixeira a,*, Russell Spears b, Aarti Iyer c, Colin Wayne Leach d 

a University of Maastricht, the Netherlands 
b University of Groningen, the Netherlands 
c University of Sheffield, United Kingdom 
d Barnard College, Columbia University, United States   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Normative and non-normative protest 
Opportunity for status improvement 
Advantaged groups 
Self-investment 
Support for protest 

A B S T R A C T   

Disadvantaged groups use different means to protest inequality. Normative protest is more likely when the so-
cietal context of inter-group inequality signals that there is opportunity for status improvement. Non-normative 
protest is more likely to occur in systems in which status improvement is unlikely. However, little is known about 
how advantaged groups react to (normative vs. non-normative) protest as a function of the likelihood for status 
improvement of the disadvantaged offered by the context (high vs. low). Four experiments (N = 1092) assessed 
endorsement of protest among advantaged group members using different operationalizations of likelihood for 
status improvement and type of protest in four different intergroup contexts. Advantaged group members scoring 
lower in self-investment in their group identity endorsed protest more when the form of protest matched like-
lihood for status improvement than when it did not. Specifically, less invested members most supported 
normative protest (i.e., marches, petitions) when likelihood for status improvement was high and non-normative 
protest (i.e., hacking, destruction of property) occurring in contexts in which status improvement was unlikely. 
Highly self-invested individuals tended to be unaffected by the form of protest or type of inequality. Mediated 
moderation analyses suggested that increased appraisals of illegitimacy of inequality explained why support (i.e. 
among the less invested) was higher when the form of protest fitted opportunity for societal improvement. 
Results suggest that those less committed to their advantaged position jointly consider type of protest and its 
context of occurrence when forming opinions on acceptability of disadvantaged protest.   

One way, sometimes the only way, for disadvantaged groups to 
challenge their position is to protest en masse. Recent examples include 
Black Lives Matter, MeToo, and Occupy. Most societies prescribe what is 
legal and what is “legitimate” protest. 

Indeed, democratic societies prescribe through law and ethics the 
legitimate means by which people can collectively work towards per-
fecting the democracy by promoting greater justice and equity (e.g., 
petitions, peaceful demonstrations, authorized strikes; see Thompson, 
2021). Violence, property damage, and the serious disruption of 
movement or commerce is typically considered illegal, “non-norma-
tive,” and thus illegitimate protest (Wright, 2009). In this paper we 
investigate the conditions under which advantaged groups are prepared 
to offer their support to disadvantaged groups protesting in these two 

different kinds of ways. 
Disadvantaged groups sometimes opt for “non-normative” forms of 

protest, especially when they believe there to be very little opportunity 
to change the social order by more widely accepted, means, such as 
petitions, legal strikes, and marches (e.g., Scheepers, Spears, Doosje, & 
Manstead, 2006; Tausch et al., 2011; Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 
1990; for discussions, see Livingstone, 2021; Wright, 2009). In other 
words, the disadvantaged are more likely to resort to “drastic measures” 
under “drastic circumstances” (Scheepers et al., 2006). When members 
of disadvantaged groups believe that there is genuine opportunity for 
change within the existing social order, however, they are more likely to 
use less disruptive forms of protest that do not so obviously call into 
question the entire societal edifice of law, order, and morality (Wright, 
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2009; Wright et al., 1990). Indeed, playing by the rules makes most 
sense when one can win the game (Merton, 1968). 

However, it is less clear what the advantaged make of disadvantaged 
group’s decisions to protest in ways designed to take advantage of the 
“opportunity structure” of the intergroup inequality. By “opportunity 
structure” we mean the extent to which the status quo is flexible and 
allows for social change towards more equality to actually take place. 
Thus, it is unclear whether the advantaged follow a similar process as 
the disadvantaged in recognizing that desperate circumstances can call 
for desperate measures. To address these important and under-examined 
questions, we conducted four experiments to examine advantaged group 
support for normative vs. non-normative protest by the disadvantaged 
when the opportunity for improvement of an illegitimate inequality is 
either high or low. 

A first hurdle is that advantaged groups are not typically expected to 
support challenges to their advantage or privilege. But those from their 
ranks most likely to do so are arguably the least committed to the 
ingroup’s advantage, namely low identifiers or more specifically those 
low in self-investment (i.e. the most relevant component of identification 
as explained further below). Because members who are more self- 
invested in their advantaged group are more psychologically 
committed to their group’s privileged position in society (Leach et al., 
2008), we expect these members to be less sensitive to how opportunity 
for status improvement affects the disadvantaged’s choice between 
normative and non-normative protest. Indeed, more self-invested 
members are typically more focused on threats to their ingroup (e.g., 
Leach et al., 2008) and less capable of the perspective-taking needed to 
sympathize with the disadvantaged and to support whatever strategy of 
protest they choose (Zebel, Doosje, & Spears, 2009). 

In contrast, those who are less self-invested in their advantaged 
group membership should be more responsive to the disadvantaged’s 
choice of (normative vs. non-normative) protest strategies. Specifically, 
as less self-invested group members are less psychologically committed 
to their advantaged group, they should view normative (peaceful, 
planned, legal) protest by the disadvantaged as more legitimate and thus 
more deserving of support when opportunity for improvement is higher. 
More provocatively, this logic also suggests that less self-invested 
members of an advantaged group should especially support the disad-
vantaged’s non-normative protest when the opportunity for improve-
ment is low either because the system of inequality is stable or because 
the boundaries between the group’s positions are “impermeable” (for a 
review, see Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Indeed, lower opportunity for 
improvement should make non-normative (disruptive, disorderly, 
illegal) protest by the disadvantaged appear more legitimate and thus 
more deserving of support than normative protest by those less self- 
invested in their advantaged group. 

1. When the advantaged support protest by the disadvantaged: 
Protest-opportunity fit 

How the advantaged respond to (normative vs. non-normative) 
protest by the disadvantaged can be considered in terms of the princi-
ple of moral proportionality (for a discussion, see Rai & Fiske, 2011), 
which is in line with both monist (e.g., Kohlberg, 1981) and pluralist 
theories of moral reasoning (Haidt, 2012). The principle states that the 
extent to which a given behavior is considered appropriate in a given 
situation is a function of the relation between means and ends. For 
example, neutralizing an enemy by killing them is generally considered 
wrong, unless the objective is to survive a lethal threat or to win a “just 
war” against an immoral enemy. Similarly, normative protest is generally 
considered a morally acceptable means of criticizing inequality if the 
goal is to achieve justice. Normative protest is therefore the most 
appropriate, and presumably most effective (Chenoweth, Stephan, & 
Stephan, 2011), means of challenge when the society provides scope for 
it. 

However, when the societal opportunity structure leaves little room 

for liberation from their plight, desperate circumstances can demand 
desperate measures. If the end is to force a rigidly unjust system of 
inequality to improve the lot of the disadvantaged, then disruptive, vi-
olent, and other non-normative protest may become legitimate in the 
eyes of sympathizers (Thomas & Louis, 2014). Indeed, non-normative 
protest challenges the prevailing societal order itself by being clearly 
“outside the norms of the larger social system” (Wright, 2009, p. 874). 
Therefore, according to a moral proportionality principle, the “right” 
type of protest in the “right” opportunity structure should highlight how 
unfair the situation is. 

In contrast, protest that does not fit the opportunity for change 
provided by the context might undermine claims for the (illegitimacy of) 
inequality. On the one hand, normative protest undertaken in contexts 
in which opportunity for status improvement is low should lead 
advantaged group members to see the situation as less serious compared 
to non-normative protest occurring in the same context. Indeed, some 
degree of disruptiveness might sometimes be needed to call attention for 
illegitimate inequality in inflexible systems (see Shuman, Saguy, van 
Zomeren, & Halperin, 2021; Shuman, Hasan-Aslih, van Zomeren, Saguy, 
& Halperin, 2022, for similar points). On the other hand, when non- 
normative actions are chosen as means of protest in systems that do 
provide opportunities for status improvement, these should be seen as 
over the top, disproportionate actions not sufficiently justified by the 
inequality situation, not least because normative action may be suffi-
cient to bring about change in these circumstances. 

In sum, normative protest by the disadvantaged should be viewed as 
the most appropriate and proportionate course of action if status 
improvement is possible in the societal structure. Non-normative protest 
should be viewed as the most appropriate option if structural inequality 
is rigid and offers little room for status improvement through such 
protest. We refer to this correspondence between type of protest and 
opportunity for status improvement within the societal structure as 
“protest-opportunity fit”. Higher appropriateness of protest in the high- 
fit conditions should be reflected in higher perceived illegitimacy of 
inequality that, in turn, should lead to higher levels of endorsement of 
protest (Uluğ & Tropp, 2021). 

2. Self-investment in group advantage 

As with many moral judgments, the principle of proportionality does 
not necessarily operate independently of group identity and other per-
sonal and social concerns (e.g., Ryan, David, & Reynolds, 2004; for 
discussions, see Haidt, 2012; Rai & Fiske, 2011). For instance, low- 
identified advantaged group members confronted with non-normative 
protest in illegitimate systems supported this type of protest as much 
as they did normative protest (Teixeira, Spears, & Yzerbyt, 2020). In 
these studies, only highly identified advantaged group members rejected 
non-normative protest, because non-normative (compared to norma-
tive) protest was seen as more likely to taint the social image of the 
advantaged by calling attention to their illegitimate domination. 
Because high identifiers are more concerned with upholding the 
ingroup’s image (e.g., Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; 
Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002), they react more defensively to the 
idea that others see them as perpetrators of illegitimate domination, as 
this threatens their reputation (Gausel, Leach, Vignoles, & Brown, 
2012). 

In contrast, low identifiers are less concerned with maintaining the 
good image of their ingroup (i.e., they are low in self-investment). They 
are therefore psychologically freer to take into consideration the expe-
rience of the disadvantaged and to accept the ingroup’s responsibility 
for social inequality. For example, when instructed to take the 
perspective of the disadvantaged low-identifiers report more guilt and 
higher support for reparations than high-identifiers (Zebel et al., 2009). 
These results are also in line with the view that an other-focus among the 
advantaged is a necessary condition for support for social change to-
wards more equality (Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003; Leach, Snider, & Iyer, 
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2002). Indeed, compared to high identifiers, low identifiers are arguably 
less focused on their ingroup’s position and image because they place 
less importance on their advantaged group membership (Leach et al., 
2008); it is therefore less likely that concerns over the ingroup’s image 
guide low identifiers’ behavior (Turner, 1987; Jiménez-Moya, Spears, 
Rodríguez-Bailón, & de Lemus, 2015). 

Taken together, research on the effects of identification with the 
advantaged group suggest that low identifiers are more open and sen-
sitive to the experience of the disadvantaged. In the context of our 
research, this would imply that, when forming their views on the col-
lective protest by the disadvantaged, low identifiers (compared to high 
identifiers) should more strongly consider how the structural context of 
inequality might have determined the choice of protest among the 
disadvantaged. By taking the context of protest more into consideration, 
those less committed to their group and its advantage may therefore 
show themselves to be understanding allies who operate in solidarity 
with the disadvantaged. 

Lastly, previous research has shown that when a given social identity 
is made salient, individuals make moral decisions more based on care for 
the ingroup than on justice concerns especially when these two concerns 
are not in sync (Ryan et al., 2004; see also Iacoviello & Spears, 2018, 
2021). Because social identity is chronically more salient for high than 
for low identifiers, we can expect high identifiers support for protest to 
be less sensitive to contextual factors that render inequality illegitimate. 
In contrast, low identifiers should be more justice-focused and thus more 
likely to take the type of protest and likelihood of status improvement of 
the disadvantaged into account when deciding whether to support 
disadvantaged protest. 

This previously reviewed research on identification has however 
treated the concept in a relatively homogenous manner (e.g., Teixeira 
et al., 2020). According to Leach and colleague’s model of in-group 
identification, this construct encompasses two different (albeit related) 
dimensions: the self-investment and self-definition components of 
identification. The two dimensions are obviously correlated as they are 
part of the higher order construct of ingroup identification (Leach et al., 
2008). In general, (shorter) identification scales measure aspects per-
taining to both dimensions (e.g., Doosje, Ellemers, & Spears, 1995) 
making previous research less informative regarding which aspect of 
identification accounts for the effects found. There are however reasons 
to expect self-investment and not self-definition to be the active ingre-
dient responsible for ingroup defensive reactions (or the lack thereof). 

Previous research within this framework has provided support for 
the idea that the likelihood of noticing threats and defending the 
ingroup’s moral image is mainly determined by the level of self- 
investment in the group as part of the self (Leach et al., 2008; Leach, 
Mosquera, Vliek, & Hirt, 2010). The self-investment dimension of in- 
group identification develops out of real or imagined interaction with 
in-group members (Jans, Leach, Garcia, & Postmes, 2015) and is indi-
cated by satisfaction with group membership, a sense of solidarity with 
them, and the importance of the group to the self-concept (Leach et al., 
2008). 

Thus, we predict that, similarly to the disadvantaged themselves, less 
self-invested advantaged group members should show higher levels of 
endorsement of protest in “fitting” conditions, that is when opportunity 
for change is high and protest is normative and when opportunity for 
change is low and protest is non-normative. The self-definition dimen-
sion of in-group identification is more about self-categorization (i.e., 
how similar is the self to the ingroup) and the entitativity of the group 
itself (i.e., how similar are ingroup members to each other). Self- 
definition is thus less relevant to how much group members are likely 
to engage in protection of the ingroup’s image and take the disadvan-
taged outgroup’s situation into account (Leach et al., 2008). 

3. Methodological strategy 

Four experiments were designed to increase the generalizability and 

robustness of observed effects (see Judd, Westfall and Kenny, 2017; 
Livingstone et al., 2020) by replicating results across different inter-
group contexts (and thus with samples of participants from different 
populations) as well as operationalizations of opportunity for status 
improvement. These were the only studies conducted to examine this 
question and all measures and exclusions are reported. The studies 
examined different pairs of illegitimately advantaged and disadvan-
taged groups (more or less privileged students in terms of access to the 
job market; White and Black Americans; over-weight and typical-weight 
people). In addition, each of the four studies operationalized opportu-
nity for status improvement in complementary ways: directly (Experi-
ment 1); stability of a system of inequality (Experiment 2), (im) 
permeability of boundaries between societal positions (Experiment 3) 
and inevitability of inequality actually happening (Experiment 4). By 
examining the pattern of our predicted effects across four conceptual 
replications, we increase the generalizability of the psychological phe-
nomenon examined beyond one effect found in one specific context 
(Schmidt, 2009). Furthermore, we acknowledge and take into account 
heterogeneity of the size of the predicted effect (Kenny & Judd, 2019). 

The first three experiments allow for examination of the expected 
pattern of findings using conceptual replications. The fourth experi-
ment, besides testing the expected effect a fourth time using a different 
manipulation of opportunity for status improvement, was also well 
powered and pre-registered. Previous research on advantaged groups 
support for (non)normative protest by disadvantaged groups has re-
ported small to medium effects (Teixeira et al., 2020; Teixeira, Leach, & 
Spears, 2022). We therefore performed a power analysis using G*Power 
(Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) that indicated the need for 528 
participants to detect a small R2 increase for one predictor in a model 
with 7 predictors (main effects and interactions), alpha = 0.05, and 
power = 90%. We aimed at getting this overall number of participants in 
this last pre-registered experiment.1 

All data and materials are available at https://osf.io/km2gt/? 
view_only=373da71d6ffa4f099c1487d1dffb765d 

4. Predictions and analytical strategy 

Generally, we predict higher support for fitting protest compared to 
less fitting protest among advantaged group members who are less 
invested in the ingroup’s identity. (Experiments 1–4). Specifically, we 
predict a protest-opportunity fit by self-investment interaction showing 
that the highest levels of support for protest2 are found among less self- 
invested group members when normative protest occurs within a context 
in which opportunity for status improvement is high, and when non- 
normative protest occurs in a context in which opportunity for status 
improvement is low (see Table 1). 

In addition, higher support for protest should be explained by in-
creases in appraisals of illegitimacy of inequality in the fitting conditions 
among the less invested (Experiments 3 and 4). These contextual effects 
should be weaker, or even absent, among highly self-invested group 
members. 

To test these specific interaction hypotheses, we created a series of 3 
orthogonal contrasts for a more precise and conservative test of the 

1 We would like to thank the Action Editor for suggesting we conduct a last 
experiment that indeed increased confidence in the previous findings. 

2 We measured other variables for exploratory reasons in the first 3 experi-
ments. The data is available at https://osf.io/km2gt/?view_only=373da71d 
6ffa4f099c1487d1dffb765d 
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expected pattern of interaction (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1985; Schad, 
Vasishth, Hohenstein, & Kliegl, 2020).3 Concretely, a first contrast, 
representing the hypothesized “protest-opportunity fit”, compared the 
two high-fit conditions (i.e., normative protest/high opportunity for 
status improvement and non-normative protest/low opportunity for 
status improvement, coded “1”) to the two low-fit conditions (i.e., 
normative protest/low opportunity for status improvement and non- 
normative protest/high opportunity for status improvement, coded 
“-1”). This is our critical contrast and it should interact with partici-
pants’ self-investment in their advantaged in-group identity. 

We also examined two orthogonal residual contrasts to allow us to 
check the theoretical assumption that the two high-fit and the two low- 
fit conditions do not differ from each other. The first – within high-fit 
residual contrast – compared the two high-fit conditions to each other: 
normative protest/high opportunity for status improvement (coded 1) 
vs. non-normative protest/low opportunity for status improvement 
(coded − 1). The second – within low-fit residual contrast – compared the 
two low-fit conditions: normative protest/low opportunity for status 
improvement (coded 1) vs. non-normative protest/high opportunity for 
status improvement (coded − 1). The other conditions were coded zero. 
We conducted all analyses on our dependent variables using self- 
investment (+1 and − 1 SD), the three orthogonal contrasts and the 
three interaction terms between self-investment and the contrasts as 
explanations.4 

We first describe and report individual experiments and their results 
before moving on to present meta-analytic findings. Specifically, we first 
conducted a mini meta-analysis across the four experiments (N = 1092) 
in order to get a better estimate of the effect size and of its heterogeneity. 
Secondly, an integrative data analysis on the last two experiments (N =
737) served to examine the mediating role of believed illegitimacy of 
inequality. 

5. Experiment 1 

This first experiment was designed to test our hypothesis in a rather 
minimal intergroup inequality context. The intergroup comparison used 
involved Erasmus students (the advantaged ingroup) versus Non- 
Erasmus students. The Erasmus exchange program is a system for stu-
dent study exchange visits in Europe. Erasmus students’ identity is 
normally very salient but there is not a widespread perception of 
inequality between them and other students (as for example, in terms of 
racial inequality). In addition, we directly manipulated opportunity for 
status improvement (high vs. low) and type of protest (normative vs. 
non-normative) between participants. 

5.1. Method 

5.1.1. Sample 
University students involved in the Erasmus exchange program were 

invited to participate in the study; contact was made either via emails 
sent to university mailing lists or via messages posted on group websites 
located on social media platforms (e.g., Facebook). Of the 401 Erasmus 
students who started the study, 189 from 31 different countries suc-
cessfully completed it (133 women and 56 men; Mage = 22.43 years, 
SDage = 2.33). The main nationalities represented were Italian (N = 34), 
French (N = 25), German (N = 19), Spanish (N = 15) and Polish (N =
10). All participants reported having at least a B1 level of English (“I can 
understand texts that consist mainly of high frequency every day or job- 
related language. I can understand the description of events, feelings 
and wishes in personal letters.”). 

5.1.2. Procedure 
Participants read a fictional newspaper article ostensibly reporting 

results of a study conducted by independent experts among 80,000 re-
spondents from 34 countries. To establish Erasmus students as an 
advantaged in-group, the article focused on the long-term benefits of 
participating in the Erasmus program. Thus, the article reported that 
Erasmus alumni were 50% less likely to experience long-term unem-
ployment, had a 23% lower post-graduation unemployment rate, and 
faster rates of career progression. 

In order to present Erasmus student’s advantage as illegitimate, 
other equally (or more) valuable international experiences were pre-
sented as secondary compared to the prestige related benefits of having 
Erasmus status. Specifically, the article stated that students who sought 
equivalent opportunities to enhance their education (such as interna-
tional internships, extra-curricular studies, or additional language 
studies) still report worse employment and career outcomes than did 
Erasmus students. The article concluded that it seemed “highly benefi-
cial to have an Erasmus ‘stamp’ on one’s CV rather than any other type 
of (international) learning or work experience in order to thrive in the 
present European context”. 

The next section of the article on “Voices of concern” reported the 
creation of a collective protest campaign by non-Erasmus students, 
called “Zerosmus”. This campaign had ostensibly undertaken a series of 
actions demanding that the E.U. include non-Erasmus students as a 
protected group in its anti-discrimination laws and require companies to 
submit monthly reports about their hiring practices of Erasmus and non- 
Erasmus qualified individuals. 

5.1.2.1. Direct manipulation of opportunity for status improvement. A last 
section of the article was entitled “What could happen?”. This section 
described the opinion of a famous economics researcher on hiring 
practices and training of high-level management. In the low opportunity 
for status improvement condition participants read that, according to the 
expert, even if the demands of “Zerosmus” campaign were met status 
improvement was unlikely: 

Table 1 
Predictions regarding Endorsement of Disadvantaged’s Protest among Less- 
Invested Advantaged Group Members.  

Manipulations per 
Experiment 

Opportunity for 
disadvantaged status 

improvement 

Type of Protest 

Normative Non- 
normative 

Exp. 1 – Improvement 
Likely 

High + ¡

Exp. 2 – Unstable 
System 

Exp. 3 – Permeable 
Boundaries 

Exp. 4 - Evitable 
Inequality 

Exp. 1 – Improvement 
Unlikely 

Low ¡ +

Exp. 2 – Stable System 
Exp. 3 – Impermeable 

Boundaries 
Exp. 4 – Inevitable 
Inequality  

3 The critical contrast by self-investment interaction represents the three-way 
interaction. Whereas this is a more focused and parsimonious way of testing our 
specific hypotheses, presenting results in this manner does not allow for the 
reader to see lower-order main effects and interactions. Hierarchical regression 
models presenting main effects and interactions are available as supplementary 
materials (Part 2).  

4 As explained earlier, we expect self-investment, and not self-definition, to 
be the critical moderator of the effect of the protest-opportunity fit on 
endorsement of protest. We therefore performed the same analyses using the 
self-definition scale as moderator in the first 3 experiments but no moderation 
effects emerged (see supplementary materials Part1 for these analyses). 
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As job descriptions are always built on required skills, there will be no 
difficulty for Erasmus to slip through the net. Employers will only need to 
justify themselves by claiming that students who did Erasmus correspond 
the best to the job descriptions. 

In the high opportunity for status improvement condition, the expert’s 
opinion was that implementing the demands of the Zerosmus campaign 
could prompt substantial improvement in the job market because: 

A positive discrimination law targeting students who did not attend the 
Erasmus program will force companies to give preference in hiring to these 
candidates when their skills and profile are of equal quality as the ones of 
Erasmus alumni. This kind of law already exists for other discriminated 
groups and it works. 

5.1.2.2. Manipulation of protest normativity. After reading the news-
paper article and answering the opportunity for status improvement 
manipulation-check, participants saw a series of screenshots exempli-
fying some of the actions conducted by the Zerosmus campaign. In the 
normative protest condition, participants saw an online petition to be sent 
to the European Commission demanding a change in the current state- 
of-affairs and a Twitter account in the name of the movement with 
messages such as “Aren’t you supposed to act against any type of 
discrimination? @EU_commission”. 

In the non-normative protest condition, the disadvantaged outgroup’s 
actions included hacking into the website of the European commission 
where E.U. priorities were stated. Anyone accessing this website would 
find a pop-up error message stating “Priorities? To create discrimination 
on the job market by favoring job seekers who did Erasmus!”. The sec-
ond alleged action was to spam the email boxes of the European com-
mission workers with emails blaming them for the inequality (a 
screenshot of an email inbox was presented with dozens of these emails). 

After reading the newspaper article, participants answered a 
manipulation check for the action’s normativity and our dependent 
measures, were debriefed and thanked. 

5.1.3. Measures 
All items were answered using 7-point response scales (1 = not at all; 

7 = very much) and all items within each measure were randomized. 

5.1.3.1. Identification with the advantaged ingroup. This variable was 
measured at the beginning of the experiment using the multi-component 
14-item scale by Leach et al. (2008). As in many studies of in-group 
identification in general (see Leach et al., 2008), the conceptually 
important and empirically valid distinction here is between the self- 
investment and self-definition dimensions of identification. Further-
more, according to our hypotheses only self-investment should moder-
ate effects. Thus, we created a self-definition scale with the 4 items 
measuring individual self-stereotyping and ingroup homogeneity (α =
0.84) and a self-investment scale with the 10 items referring to soli-
darity, centrality, and satisfaction (α = 0.90). 

5.1.3.2. Manipulation checks 
5.1.3.2.1. Opportunity for status improvement. Participants expressed 

their agreement with four statements referring to the intergroup 
inequality presented in the newspaper article (e.g., “The [difference 
between ingroup and outgroup] is probably going to remain as it is”; “It 
is possible that the [difference between ingroup and outgroup] will be 
reduced in the future”, reversed; α = 0.70). One item was excluded of 
this scale as it substantially reduced reliability. This was the only item 
referring to hiring patterns in general and not to the specific intergroup 
context concerning Erasmus students. 

5.1.3.2.2. Normativity of the disadvantaged’s protest. Participants 
were asked to indicate, independently of their personal opinion, the 
extent to which they thought that the actions undertaken by the disad-
vantaged group were: “frequently used by people in general as a way to 

collectively protest”; “approved by the general society as means of 
protest” and “perceived as appropriate ways to protest by the people in 
general” (α = 0.85, Teixeira et al., 2020). 

5.1.4. Support for disadvantaged’s protest 
This variable was measured using 13 items adapted from prior 

studies (Teixeira et al., 2020). Participants indicated the extent to which 
they agreed with a series of statements involving attitudinal support (5 
items) and willingness to perform a series of actions on behalf of the 
disadvantaged group’s protest (7 items). Attitudinal support items 
included “I support [the low-status campaign] in their claims” and “I 
encourage [the disadvantaged campaign] to fight for its rights”. Will-
ingness to support was measured through willingness to engage in 
specific and concrete behaviors, such as “Sign a petition in favor of the 
[disadvantaged group movement]”, “Join a demonstration supporting 
the cause of the [disadvantaged group]”; “Display the logo of the [the 
disadvantaged campaign] on car/bike/backpack”. Attitudes and 
behavioral intentions were designed to measure the same concept of 
support for protest and were highly correlated (r = 0.70, p < .001). We 
therefore computed a general index of support based on the 11 items (α 
= 0.94).5 

5.1.5. Legitimacy of disadvantaged’s protest 
Participants indicated to what extent they thought disadvantaged’s 

cause was: legitimate, fair, reasonable, and justified (α = 0.90, Teixeira 
et al., 2020). 

5.2. Results and discussion 

5.2.1. Manipulation checks 
A one-way ANOVA on perceptions of opportunity for social 

improvement showed that the predicted main effect of the opportunity 
for status improvement manipulation was significant, F(1, 188) = 10.75, 
p = .001, r = 0.24. The system was perceived as less likely to improve in 
the low (M = 4.60, SD = 1.09) than the high opportunity for status 
improvement condition (M = 4.14, SD = 0.83). 

In addition, a 2 (opportunity for status improvement: high vs. low) 
by 2 (type of protest: normative vs. non-normative) between-partici-
pants ANOVA showed that, as expected, non-normative protest (M =
4.31, SD = 1.39) was perceived as less normative than normative protest 
(M = 5.12, SD = 1.09), F(1, 188) = 39.64, p < .001, r = 0.42. Because 
this manipulation came after the stability one, we checked for inde-
pendence between the manipulations. Perceived normativity of the 
disadvantaged’s protest was independent of our manipulation of op-
portunity for status improvement, F(1, 188) = 0.11, p = .736, r = 0.03, 
and of its interaction with perceived normativity of protest, F(1, 188) =
0.34, p = .561, r = 0.04. Thus, in sum, both manipulations were suc-
cessful and orthogonal to each other. 

5.2.2. Support for disadvantaged’s protest 
As expected, only the protest-opportunity by self-investment inter-

action was significant (see Table 2).6 Among less invested group mem-
bers, support was higher in the high compared to the low-fit conditions, 

5 Principal axis Factor Analysis with oblique rotation revealed two factors 
with eigenvalues greater than one. After excluding one poor reverse-coded item 
(communality = 0.113), the first factor explained >60% of variance and the 
second <10%.  

6 Inspection of studentized residuals on this analysis showed the presence of 
one outlier (i.e., residual >|3|SD). Excluding this participant of the analysis did 
not change the conventional significance threshold (i.e., p < .05) of any effects 
but did however decrease the effect size of the critical interaction, F(1, 187) =
4.18, p = .042, r = 0.15. We opted by keeping this participant in the analysis as 
they were not an outlier on the other variable of interest (i.e., legitimacy of 
protest). 
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B = 0.47, SE = 0.24, 95% CI [0.000; 0.931], t(181) = 1.98, p = .050. 
More invested members were less affected by the protest-opportunity fit, 
B = − 0.41, SE = 0.24, 95% CI [− 0.869; 0.059], t(181) = − 1.72, p =
.086, and the effect was in the opposite direction (see Fig. 1). 

5.2.3. Legitimacy of disadvantaged’s protest 
Parallel to support for protest, the believed legitimacy of protest was 

only affected by the protest-opportunity by self-investment interaction 
(see Table 2). The pattern of results is very similar to that of support for 
protest. 

However, the protest-opportunity contrast did not reach significance 
among either less self-invested members, B = 0.41, SE = 28, 95% CI 
[− 0.145; 0.962], t(183) = 1.46, p = .147, or more invested ones, B =
− 0.41, SE = 0.28, 95% CI [− 0.963; 0.140], t(182) = − 1.47, p = .142. 

In sum, this experiment provided first evidence for our hypothesis by 
showing that less self-invested advantaged group members were most 
supportive of protest in the high-fit compared to the low-fit conditions. It 
is also interesting to point out that no other effects reached significance, 
including the (arguably plausible) negative main effect of self- 
investment. 

6. Experiment 2 

Experiment 2 had two main goals: 1) to replicate findings in a more 
meaningful intergroup inequality context: racial inequality in the United 
States, and 2) to do so using a conceptual and indirect manipulation of 
opportunity for status improvement through manipulating stability of 
the system of inequality. In this sense, a system with a more unstable 

Table 2 
Effects of self-investment, “Protest-Opportunity Fit”, “Within High-Fit” and “Within Low-Fit” contrasts (and their interactions) on support for protest and perceived 
legitimacy of protest (Experiment 1).   

B SE Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI F p r 

Support for Disadvantaged Protest 
Self-Investment 0.084 0.073 − 0.059 0.227 1.35 0.246 0.08 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.030 0.165 − 0.296 0.357 0.03 0.854 <0.03 
C2: “Within High-Fit” contrast (residual) 0.079 0.118 − 0.154 0.312 0.45 0.503 0.04 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.022 0.116 − 0.207 0.250 0.03 0.853 <0.03 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.377 0.145 ¡0.066 ¡0.091 6.76 0.010 ¡0.19 
C2 x Self-Investment 0.013 0.099 − 0.182 0.207 0.02 0.899 <0.03 
C3 x Self-Investment 0.016 0.106 − 0.194 0.226 0.02 0.879 <0.03  

Legitimacy of Protest 
Self-Investment − 0.016 0.086 − 0.186 − 0.155 0.03 0.857 <− 0.03 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) − 0.002 0.197 − 0.390 0.387 <0.01 0.993 <− 0.03 
C2: “Within High-Fit” contrast (residual) 0.195 0.141 − 0.082 0.473 1.93 0.167 0.10 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.092 0.134 − 0.178 0.364 0.45 0.505 0.04 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.356 0.173 ¡0.670 ¡0.015 4.24 0.041 ¡0.15 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.038 0.117 − 0.269 0.195 0.10 0.748 − 0.03 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.058 0.127 − 0.308 0.192 0.21 0.645 <− 0.03 

Note. Bolded text indicates statistically significant effects at p < .05. 

Fig. 1. Support for Disadvantaged Group Protest as a Function of Self-Investment in Advantaged Ingroup Identity and Protest-Opportunity Fit (Experiment 1). 
Note. Gray areas around the lines represent standard errors. 
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status quo provides more opportunity for status improvement than a 
stable one (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

6.1. Method 

6.1.1. Sample and design 
Participants were recruited through the Crowdflower website, which 

is a crowdsourcing online platform in which subscribers are compen-
sated for their participation in surveys. Given the impossibility of pre- 
screening participants based on their ethnicity or nationality, and our 
wish to avoid highlighting our interest in White American participants, 
we included these variables among the demographic questions at the 
end of the study and selected White American participants post data 
collection. The initial sample was composed of 262 participants of which 
169 self-identified as White Americans (96 women and 73 men; Mage =

35.64 years, SDage = 12.80; Mpolitical orientation = 4.67, SD = 2.30, on a 9 
point-scale where 1 = left-wing and 9 = right-wing) and therefore 
constituted our final sample. Participants received US$0.50 for their 
participation.7 Opportunity for social improvement and type of protest 
were manipulated between participants and self-investment was 
measured. 

6.1.2. Procedure 
Participants read a fictional online newspaper article about protests 

following the release of research on racial inequality: 
A recent survey conducted by Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) shows 

that African-American employees are less likely to be promoted than 
Caucasian employees. Results show that this racial disparity in access to 
promotions is the same across all job sectors. Strikingly, these differ-
ences remain even after controlling for employee objective performance. 
Members of the African-American community have reacted to these 
results with a series of protests. 

The article further explained that, 

Importantly, the objective performance of employees (evaluated with in-
dexes of quantified productivity or external consultants) does not differ. 
However, the subjective appreciation by (mainly Caucasian) managers is 
generally less positive for African-American employees. These results 
imply that even if equal opportunities measures can help decreasing ethnic 
differences at the recruitment level, discrimination persists in subtler but 
arguably equally damaging ways. 

Two separate sections of the article followed and included our 
experimental manipulations. 

6.1.3. Manipulation of opportunity for social improvement through stability 
of inequality 

Stability of inequality was manipulated through a graphical repre-
sentation of the differences between African-Americans and White 
Americans concerning the average number of promotions per 1000 
employees from 1960 to 2015. In the stable condition no major fluctu-
ations were present, that is, differences between the two groups were 
consistent and clearly favored White employees. In the unstable condi-
tion, the graph showed several moments in time in which the two groups 
were almost equal despite Whites being always favored. This data was 
ostensibly provided by a famous economics researcher on human re-
sources practices. The manipulation was reinforced by statements from 
the expert explaining that, 

As we can see from the chart, the gap in between African-Americans and 
Caucasians in the job market is relatively unstable (stable) and seems to 
be dependent on (independent of) different governmental policies. This 
allows us to predict that (even) if the government approves the bill, the 

current gap between Caucasians and African-Americans is very (un)likely 
to disappear or even reverse itself (and can even continue to increase) in 
the upcoming decade. 

6.1.4. Manipulation of normativity of protest 
A section entitled “In action!” described reactions to these statistics 

among the African-American community. Participants were told that 
several civil rights groups organized a campaign group called “Black 
Poor-moted!”. The motto of the campaign varied as a function of the 
experimental condition. In the normative condition the collective 
campaign had the words of Martin Luther King Jr. as motto: “Our lives 
begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter”, 
whereas in the non-normative one it had ostensibly borrowed Malcom X’s 
statement: “Nobody can give you equality or justice or anything. If 
you’re a (wo)man, you take it”. 

In the normative protest condition, the Black Poor-moted movement 
actions included a demonstration at the Martin Luther King Jr.’s me-
morial, the rental of advertisement spaces all around the country as a 
way to spread the word about the campaign and the creation of a 
website with an online petition. The actions presented in the non- 
normative protest condition included illegally blocking Interstate 495 in 
Washington DC causing major disruptions in the main entrances and 
exits of the city, spray painting of the walls of big multinationals all 
around the country and dressing Malcolm X’s statue in a clown outfit as 
a way of denouncing what they say is a “blatant lack of respect for the 
Civil Rights movement”. 

In both conditions this section ended by informing participants that 
the campaign had introduced a bill in Congress mandating stronger 
Equal Opportunity Programs in promotion: 

The new programs would require organizations to (1) actively check their 
promotions policies and practices for evidence of bias against ethnic mi-
nority groups, and (2) to preferentially promote African-American em-
ployees over Caucasians when the employee’s performance is objectively 
equal. 

After reading the newspaper article, participants answered our 
dependent measures, were debriefed, thanked, and compensated. 

6.2. Measures 

Measures were the same as in the previous experiment. Support was 
measured with 12 instead of 13 items. We also chose to move the 
manipulation-checks to the end of the survey to be sure that we were not 
artificially increasing attention to the aspects of the manipulations that 
we are interested in (i.e., opportunity for social improvement and type of 
protest). 

Apart from perceived stability of inequality (α = 0.63) all other 
measures presented good reliability: normativity of the disadvantaged’s 
protest (α = 0.87), support for disadvantaged outgroup’s protest (α =
0.96) and legitimacy of disadvantaged protest (α = 0.97). 

6.3. Results and discussion 

6.3.1. Manipulation checks 
A 2 (stability of inequality: high vs. low) by 2 (type of protest: 

normative vs. non-normative) between-participants ANOVA showed, as 
predicted, that inequality was perceived as more stable in the stable (M 
= 4.19, SD = 0.86) than in the unstable conditions (M = 3.56, SD =
0.95), F(1, 168) = 18.98, p < .001, r = 0.32. This manipulation was 
independent of the manipulation of the normativity of the disadvan-
taged’s protest, as neither the normativity factor, F(1, 167) = 1.20, p =
.275, r = 0.08, nor the interaction, F(1, 168) = 0.072, p = .789, r < 0.03, 
had significant effects on perceived stability of inequality. 

As expected, non-normative protest (M = 4.31, SD = 1.39) was 
perceived as less normative than normative protest (M = 5.12, SD =

7 Two participants left 90% of the questionnaire blank, and thus were 
excluded. 

C.P. Teixeira et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 106 (2023) 104454

8

1.09), F(1, 168) = 17.16, p < .001, r = 0.31. The perceived normativity 
of the disadvantaged’s protest was independent of our manipulation of 
stability of inequality, F(1, 168) = 0.717, p = .398, r = 0.06, and of its 
interaction with perceived normativity of protest, F(1, 168) = 0.108, p 
= .742, r = 0.03. Thus, both manipulations were successful and 
orthogonal to each other. 

6.3.2. Support for disadvantaged outgroup’s protest 
The main effect of self-investment was significant and negative. 

Importantly, as before, the protest-opportunity by self-investment effect 
was significant (see Table 3). Among less invested group members, 
support was higher in the high-fit compared to the low-fit conditions, B 
= 0.74, SE = 0.36, 95% CI [0.041; 1.44], t(161) = 2.09, p = .038. More 
invested members were not affected by the protest-opportunity fit, B =
− 0.30, SE = 0.35, 95% CI [− 1.00; 0.404], t(161) = − 0.83, p = .406 (see 
Fig. 2). None of the other effects were significant (see Table 3). 

6.3.3. Legitimacy of disadvantaged protest 
Again, the effects for perceived legitimacy of protest were very 

similar to the ones regarding support (see Table 2). We found a main 
negative effect of self-investment and the protest-opportunity by self- 
investment effect was close to significance. Among less invested group 
members, legitimacy of protest was higher in the high compared to the 
low-fit conditions, B = 0.768, SE = 0.37, 95% CI [0.034; 1.503], t(161) 
= 2.07, p = .040. More invested members were not affected by the 
protest-opportunity fit, B = − 0.23, SE = 0.37, 95% CI [− 0.966; 0.502], t 
(161) = − 0.63, p = .533. None of the other effects were significant. 

We again found support for the idea that less self-invested advan-
taged group members are sensitive to how the type of protest by the 
disadvantaged fits the opportunity for status improvement of the 
disadvantaged provided by the system of inequality. Once again, these 
members supported high-fitting more than low-fitting protest. In 
contrast to Experiment 1, here we found a negative effect of self- 
investment. It is possible that the increased meaningfulness of the 
intergroup inequality made this effect stronger. 

Finally, a shortcoming of the present study is that the stability 
manipulation might also have had an impact in legitimacy of status 
differentials as the information provided referred not only to the sta-
bility of differences stricto sensu but also to the fact that they seem (more 
or less) dependent of governmental policies. Two reasons might how-
ever alleviate concerns about this issue. First, we presented the 
inequality as clearly illegitimate overall (i.e., based exclusively in sub-
jective assessment of employers when controlling for objective perfor-
mance). Second, we are mainly interested in the impact of likelihood of 
status improvement implied in the context. 

7. Experiment 3 

In a third experiment we tested our predictions in another different 
context of intergroup inequality: weight stigma. This choice allows for 
generalization to contexts in which the disadvantaged identity (i.e., 
overweight people) is clearly negative and in which the stigma or 
disadvantage might be attributed to the behavior of disadvantaged 
group members themselves. This context provides a test to the robust-
ness of our effects as this is a context in which advantaged group 
members have more room for justifying inequality as legitimate (see e. 
g., Kuppens, Spears, Manstead, Spruyt, & Easterbrook, 2018). 

In addition, we operationalized opportunity for status improvement 
through permeability of intergroup boundaries, that is, the possibility of 
individual mobility across groups. Indeed, contexts in which intergroup 
boundaries are impermeable provides less opportunity for improving 
one’s status than a permeable one (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

7.1. Method 

7.1.1. Sample and procedure 
Two-hundred and thirty-three psychology students from a large 

European university participated in this experiment in exchange for 
course credits. After giving their informed consent, participants filled in 
a demographic section including height and weight. With this infor-
mation, the program calculated their Body Mass Index (BMI). Partici-
pants with a BMI lower than 30 got graphical feedback informing them 
they belonged to a typical (healthy) weight group. The 12 participants 
whose BMI was higher than 30 (i.e., clinically obese according to the 
World Health Organization, WHO) were redirected to a different study 
unrelated to weight stigma so as to avoid exposing them to the poten-
tially threatening information in the manipulation. In addition, 6 par-
ticipants participated twice. We kept their first participation record. 

Twenty-five participants with a BMI between 25 and 29 were 
excluded from analyses. We did not anticipate this issue but according to 
the World Health Organization people with a BMI equal or >25, despite 
not being technically “obese”, are considered “overweight” and not as 
having a “healthy weight” (WHO). These participants were therefore not 
part of the “typical weight” referred to in the manipulation. Post-hoc 
support for this exclusion is the fact that these participants reported 
significantly lower levels of self-investment with the typical weight 
group, M = 3.39, SD = 1.22, than did participants whose BMI was lower 
than 25, M = 4.26, SD = 1.30, F(1, 214) = 10.09, p = .002, r = 0.21. 
Furthermore, among these participants the correlation between BMI and 
self-investment in the typical weight identity is strongly negative (r =
− 0.60, p < .001) whereas among the remainder of the sample this 
relationship is non-significant (r = − 0.078, p = .286). Taken together, 
these findings indicate that these participants did not identify with the 
advantaged ingroup to the same degree as did other participants. 
Because self-investment is one of our main predictors, the inclusion of 
these participants is likely to add unexplained variation to the data and 
therefore we decided to exclude them. 

After the afore-mentioned exclusions, the final sample was composed 
of 190 participants (Mage = 20.42, SD = 2.59). Of these, 135 reported 
being women and 55 being male. 

After being told that they belonged to a typical healthy weight group, 
participants indicated their identification with their weight group and 
then proceeded to read a fictitious article that contained the experi-
mental manipulations. The article informed participants of a new Eu-
ropean Union policy called “Redistribution of Health Costs” according to 
which people with a BMI higher than 30 will pay an extra 10% for their 
health insurance. This policy was justified by the fact that obese patients 
cost on average the health system 25% more than non-obese ones. 
Permeability of group boundaries was manipulated by varying the 
possibility of moving from the “high risk” to the “basic” (no additional 
costs) one. In the permeable condition it was stated that clinically obese 
people had the possibility of moving to the cheaper health insurance 
group if they lost weight and got their BMI down under 30. In the 
impermeable condition participants read that clinically obese people 
would remain permanently in the most expensive health insurance 
group, as being overweight at some point in one’s life exposed one to 
irreversible health risks. 

In its last section, the article reported a series of protests in response 
to the policy. The protests were described as part of a movement called 
‘Fat chance: Give the Fat a chance!’. Members of this movement 
described the regulation as ‘systemic discrimination’ and contributing to 
reinforce stigma and prejudice based on weight, against which over-
weight people had been fighting for decades. The campaign group had 
allegedly organized a march in Brussels that had ended in front of the 
European Commission headquarters. It was further stated that the 
attendance levels where higher than expected. In the normative condi-
tion, protest actions included theater, dance, and distribution of free 
cake. In the non-normative condition, protesters marched naked as a way 
to showcase their body pride. 

C.P. Teixeira et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 106 (2023) 104454

9

After reading the article participants were asked to summarize it, 
answered a series of dependent measures, and were debriefed and 
thanked. 

7.2. Measures 

Unless stated otherwise all measures were answered on the 7-point 
response scales used in the preceding studies. Self-definition (α =
0.83), self-investment (α = 0.86), support for protest (10 items, α =
0.91), legitimacy of protest (α = 0.88) and normativity of protest (α =
0.80) were all reliably measured here. 

7.2.1. Perceived permeability of intergroup boundaries 
Two questions assessed this variable: “In your opinion, to what 

extent […] does the ‘Fat Tax’ regulation allow individuals to change 
their status within the healthcare system? and […] Is the ‘Fat Tax’ 
regulation flexible?” (r = 0.53, p < .001). 

7.2.2. Illegitimacy of the inequality 
This measure used the same items as legitimacy of protest in the two 

previous experiments but targeted the “Redistribution of Health Cost” 
policy (α = 0.91). 

7.3. Results 

7.3.1. Manipulation checks 
We ran 2 (permeability of intergroup boundaries: high vs. low) by 2 

(type of protest: normative vs. non-normative) between participants 

Table 3 
Effects of self-investment, “Protest-Opportunity Fit”, “Within High-Fit” and “Within Low-Fit” contrasts (and their interactions) on support for protest and legitimacy of 
protest (Experiment 2).   

B SE Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI F p r 

Support for Disadvantaged Protest 
Self-Investment ¡0.294 0.105 ¡0.502 ¡0.087 7.86 0.006 ¡0.22 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.223 0.251 − 0.272 0.718 0.79 0.375 0.07 
C2: “Within High-fit contrast (residual) − 0.205 0.173 − 0.547 0.137 1.40 0.238 − 0.09 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.217 0.181 − 0.141 0.575 1.43 0.233 0.09 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.434 0.210 ¡0.849 ¡0.020 4.28 0.040 ¡0.16 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.231 0.150 − 0.527 0.066 2.35 0.127 − 0.12 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.080 0.147 − 0.369 0.210 0.30 0.588 − 0.04  

Legitimacy of Protest 
Self-Investment ¡0.394 0.110 ¡0.611 ¡0.177 12.80 <0.001 ¡0.27 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.268 0.263 − 0.251 0.787 1.04 0.309 0.08 
C2: “Within High-fit contrast (residual) 0.019 0.182 − 0.339 0.378 0.916 0.916 <0.03 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.291 0.190 − 0.084 0.666 2.35 0.127 0.12 
C1 x Self-Investment − 0.419 0.220 − 0.854 0.016 3.62 0.059 − 0.15 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.079 0.158 − 0.390 0.232 0.25 0.617 − 0.04 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.062 0.154 − 0.365 0.242 0.16 0.688 − 0.03 

Note. Bolded text indicates statistically significant effects at p < .05. 

Fig. 2. Support for Disadvantaged Group Protest as a Function of Self-Investment in Advantaged Ingroup Identity and Protest-Opportunity Fit (Experiment 2). 
Note. Gray areas around the lines represent standard errors. 
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ANOVAs on the two manipulation-checks. Although the permeable 
group boundary conditions were viewed as more permeable (M = 3.52, 
SD = 1.21) than the impermeable boundary ones (M = 3.33, SD = 1.36), 
this difference was small and not reliable, F(1, 189 = 1.00, p = .319, r =
0.07. It seems likely that our manipulation check was too subtle and 
indirect in its wording. Importantly, neither the normativity of protest – 
F(1, 189) = 0.185, p = .668, r = 0.03 – nor the two-way interaction – F(1, 
189) = 619, p = .432, r = 0.05 – affected this measure. 

Normative protest was viewed as more normative, M = 4.80, SD =
1.04, than non-normative, M = 4.12, SD = 1.30, F(1, 189) = 16.21, p < 
.001, r = 0.28. In addition, apparent normativity did not vary as a 
function of the permeability manipulation (F(1, 189) = 0.060, p = .807, 
r < 0.03) nor of the interaction between the two experimental manip-
ulations (F(1, 189) = 1.47, p = .228, r = 0.08). 

7.3.2. Support for disadvantaged group protest 
The Protest-Opportunity fit contrast was significant and this effect 

was qualified by the predicted interaction with self-investment (see 
Table 4). Among less self-invested group members support was higher in 
the high-fit compared to the low-fit conditions, B = 0.86, SE = 0.28, 95% 
CI [0.304; 1.414], t(182) = 3.06, p = .003. Highly self-invested group 
members’ support was not affected by the protest-opportunity fit, B =
0.06, SE = 0.28, 95% CI [− 0.486; 0.599], t(182) = 0.21, p = .838 (see 
Fig. 3). No other effects were significant. 

7.3.3. Illegitimacy of the inequality 
For ease of interpretation, we reverse coded this variable such that 

higher scores correspond to more illegitimacy of inequality. The only 
significant effect was the protest-opportunity fit by self-investment 
interaction (see Table 4). Less invested group members perceived 
inequality to be more illegitimate in the high compared to the low-fit 
conditions, B = 0.76, SE = 0.33, 95% CI [0.123; 1.403], t(182) =
2.35, p = .020. Again, more invested members were not affected by the 
protest-opportunity fit, B = − 0.22, SE = 0.32, 95% CI [− 0.845; 0.408], t 
(182) = − 0.69, p = .493. 

7.3.4. Legitimacy of protest 
The only significant effect for this variable was the main effect of the 

within high-fit contrast (see Table 4) that indicated that normative 
protest occurring in permeable contexts (M = 5.52, SD = 1.17) is seen as 
more legitimate than non-normative protest occurring in impermeable 
ones (M = 4.99, SD = 1.16). We were therefore unable to replicate the 
predicted effect on this variable. Inspection of the pattern of results 
concerning the non-significant interaction shows the predicted pattern, 
which suggests a weaker effect than the one found in the previous ex-
periments. This weaker effect might be due to the specific context and 
manipulations used here or to other issues such as the measurement of 
illegitimacy of inequality, right before legitimacy of protest that might 
have diluted the effect. 

8. Experiment 4 

Experiment 4 had two main goals. First, to replicate the previous 
experiments in a well-powered pre-registered study. As mentioned 
before, according to previous research on this topic (Teixeira et al., 
2020) we can expect small to medium effects. A power analysis using 
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) indicated the need for at least 528 partici-
pants in order to detect a small R2 increase for one predictor in a model 
with 7 predictors (main effects and interactions), alpha = 0.05, and 
power = 90%. Sampling plan, materials, hypotheses and data analytic 
plan can be found at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6UJZW. 

Second, in preparing this last experiment we wanted to provide a 
more direct and cleaner manipulation of opportunity for status 
improvement in yet another country and basing our scenario on actual 
discussions that have taken place. We manipulated this variable by 
varying the extent to which the implementation of a health policy dis-
advantaging of over-weight people was inevitable. Depending on the 
condition this policy was presented as being in a test phase (low inevi-
tability) or as a in a point of no return (high inevitability). 

Table 4 
Effects of self-investment, “Protest-Opportunity Fit”, “Within High-Fit” and “Within Low-Fit” contrasts (and their interactions) on support for protest, illegitimacy of 
inequality and legitimacy of protest (Experiment 3).   

B SE Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI F p r 

Support for Disadvantaged Protest 
Self-Investment − 0.016 0.076 − 0.167 0.134 0.046 0.831 <− 0.03 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.458 0.196 0.072 0.844 5.47 0.020 0.17 
C2: “Within High-fit” contrast (residual) 0.205 0.138 − 0.067 0.478 2.21 0.139 0.11 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.027 0.139 − 0.247 0.300 0.04 0.849 <0.03 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.310 0.152 ¡0.610 ¡0.009 4.13 0.044 ¡0.15 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.091 0.107 − 0.303 0.121 0.72 0.398 − 0.06 
C3 x Self-Investment 0.115 0.109 − 0.102 0.325 1.07 0.303 0.08  

Illegitimacy of Inequality 
Self-Investment − 0.173 0.088 − 0.347 0.000 3.89 0.050 − 0.15 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.272 0.226 − 0.173 0.718 1.45 0.230 0.09 
C2: “Within High-fit” contrast (residual) − 0.075 0.159 − 0.389 0.240 0.22 0.640 − 0.03 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.034 0.160 − 0.282 0.350 0.04 0.833 <0.03 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.378 0.176 ¡0.725 ¡0.031 4.63 0.033 ¡0.16 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.225 0.124 − 0.470 0.019 3.30 0.071 − 0.13 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.040 0.125 − 0.286 0.206 0.10 0.750 − 0.03  

Legitimacy of Protest 
Self-Investment − 0.133 0.068 − 0.268 >0.001 3.85 0.051 − 0.15 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.111 0.175 − 0.234 0.456 0.40 0.526 0.04 
C2: “Within High-fit” contrast (residual) 0.299 0.123 0.056 0.542 5.88 0.016 0.18 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) 0.099 0.124 − 0.235 0.254 0.01 0.939 <0.03 
C1 x Self-Investment − 0.122 0.136 − 0.390 0.147 0.80 0.372 − 0.06 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.148 0.096 − 0.338 0.041 2.39 0.124 − 0.11 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.026 0.096 − 0.217 0.164 0.07 0.786 <− 0.03 

Note. Bolded text indicates statistically significant effects at p < .05. 
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8.1. Method 

8.1.1. Sample and procedure 
Participants were recruited through the Prolific Academic website 

and received 1.25 sterling pounds in exchange for their participation. 
Three pre-screening criteria were defined in Prolific Academic: age 
(older than 16 years old), location (live in the United Kingdom) and 
Body Mass Index (BMI, between 19.9 and 29.9). We aimed at recruiting 
540 participants who fitted these criteria. To do so, we opened 570 
places for our survey expecting that some participants needed to be 
excluded mainly due to their present BMI. Indeed, because the BMI 
criteria is central for defining our intergroup context and could have 
changed since participants filled in Prolific’s pre-screening survey, we 
asked them for weight and height, calculated their BMI based on this 
information and excluded those whose BMI did not fit this range. Our 
final sample consisted of 544 participants (Mage = 38.95, SD = 13.33, 
330 identified and female, 211 as male and 3 as other gender). 

After giving informed consent, responding to demographics (age, 
gender, nationality, mother tongue) and proving information for 
calculating their BMI (i.e., weight and height), participants received the 
same “heathy weight” feedback as in Experiment 3 and answered to the 
self-investment (α = 0.89; M = 3.77, SD = 1.16) and self-definition (α =
0.87; M = 3.13, SD = 1.22) identification scales framed as referring to 
their “weight group”. They then proceed to read a fictitious article on an 
alleged new country-wide policy of the British National Health Service 
(NHS) aimed at restricting access to routine surgeries for obese patients 
(i.e., patients whose BMI was 30 or higher). This issue has actually been 
discussed in the UK given the need for rationing of healthcare resources 
(e.g., Pillutla, Maslen, & Savulescu, 2018). The article briefly described 
the policy and went on to focus on protests by the “Fat Chance” activist 
group. The group alleged argued that: 

(…) many overweight people have already been fighting for decades 
against body weight stigma. In their view, this policy is a major setback in 
the fight against anti-fat prejudice. 

The NHS was blind to everything but medical priority. But once a patient’s 
personal choices can be taken into account, where does that lead! More 
people on low incomes are obese, and therefore already suffer worse 
health and discrimination. What about drinking too much wine of an 
evening, slowly corroding our livers? And what about people bitten by 
their own dogs! Or idiots tripping over while texting on smartphones? 

8.2. Manipulations 

8.2.1. Opportunity for status improvement 
This variable was manipulated by varying the inevitability of imple-

mentation of the policy. In the high inevitability condition the article’s 
headline stated: “ ‘Slim chance for the fat’ health policy: no turning 
around anymore”. It was further mentioned that “crossing the t’s and 
dotting the i’s is the only thing left to do before the country-wide 
adoption” of the policy that would happen in the second half of the 
year. This information was repeated towards the end of the article. 

In the low inevitability condition, it was emphasized that the policy 
would start its test phase, which would then lead to a first evaluation in 
the second half of the year. Specifically, the headline read: “ ‘Slim 
chance for the fat’ health policy: test phase begins” and it was stated that 
“an appraisal of this initiative will take place before deciding on the 
country-wide adoption” of the policy. This information was also 
repeated towards the end of the article. 

8.2.2. Manipulation of type of protest 
Type of protest was manipulated similarly to Experiment 3, that is, 

by having either a march with dance and theater in the normative 
condition and a naked march in the non-normative condition (see 

Fig. 3. Support for Disadvantaged Group Protest as a Function of Self-Investment in Advantaged Ingroup Identity and Protest-Opportunity Fit (Experiment 3). 
Note. Gray areas around the lines represent standard errors. 
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Materials on OSF for the pictures accompanying the manipulations).8 

8.3. Measures 

Illegitimacy of the policy (α = 0.96; M = 3.39, SD = 1.74), support 
for protest (α = 0.86; M = 4.22, SD = 1.17) and perceived normativity of 
protest (α = 0.87; M = 4.26, SD = 1.37) were all measured with the same 
items as in Experiment 3. As manipulation check for inevitability of 
policy implementation we asked participants on a scale from 1 to 7 (1 =
not at all; 7 = very much) to what extent they thought that the NHS policy 
was “certain”, “inevitable” and “going to happen” (α = 0.91; M = 3.50, 
SD = 1.51). No other dependent measures were included. 

8.4. Results and discussion 

8.4.1. Manipulation-checks 
An ANOVA on perceptions of policy inevitability showed a main 

effect the inevitability manipulation, F(1, 543) = 14.50, p < .001, r =
0.16, showing that the implementation of the policy was seen as more 
inevitable in the high, M = 3.74, SD = 1.62, than in the low inevitability 
condition, M = 3.26, SD = 1.34. Type of protest did not affect this 
variable, F(1, 543) = 0.03, p = .859 and the interaction was marginal, F 
(1, 543) = 3.73, p = .054, r = 0.08. This marginal interaction showed 
that the effect of the inevitability manipulation tended to be stronger in 
the normative, F(1, 543) = 16.16, p < .001, r = 0.17, Mhigh inevitability =

3.87, SD = 1.63, Mlow inevitability = 3.14, SD = 1.25, than in the non- 
normative condition, F(1, 543) = 1.79, p = .181, r = 0.05, Mhigh inevita-

bility = 3.60, SD = 1.61, Mlow inevitability = 3.36, SD = 1.42. 
Perceptions of normativity of protest were only affected by the type 

of protest manipulation, F(1, 543) = 67.13, p < .001, r = 0.33. As ex-
pected, protest was seen as more normative in the normative, M = 4.73, 
SD = 1.20, than in the non-normative condition, M = 3.82, SD = 1.38. 

8.4.2. Support for disadvantaged protest 
As before, we conducted analyses concerning our main dependent 

variables using self-investment, the set of contrasts described above and 
their interactions with self-investment. The only significant effect was 
the predicted interaction between the protest-opportunity fit contrast 
and self-investment (see Table 5). This interaction showed that for less 
invested members the high-fit conditions tended to lead to more support 
than the low-fit ones, B = 0.22, SE = 0.14, 95% CI [− 0.057; 0.503], t 
(536) = 1.56, p = .119, and the opposite trend was found among more 
invested members, B = -0.26, SE = 0.14, 95% CI [− 0.543; 0.021], t 
(536) = − 1.82, p = .069. Despite being in the predicted direction, the 
simple effect of interest did not reach significance. 

8.4.3. Illegitimacy of the inequality 
We again reverse coded this variable for ease of interpretation. The 

predicted interaction between self-investment and the Protest- 
Opportunity fit contrast did not reach significance (see Table 5). The 
pattern, however, mimicked the expected one and the Protest- 
opportunity fit effect was significant among less invested members 
who judged the policy as more illegitimate in the high-fit compared to 
the low-fit conditions, B = 0.42, SE = 0.21, 95% CI [0.011; 0.829], t 
(536) = 2.02, p = .044. This was not the case among more invested 
members, B = -0.03, SE = 0.21, 95% CI [− 0.445; 0.378], t(536) =
− 0.15, p = .873. 

9. Meta-Analytic analyses 

As a final step in our analyses, we meta-analyzed our studies in two 
ways. 

9.1. Mini-meta analysis 

We first conducted a mini-meta analysis in order to estimate the 
average effect size across experiments and check for heterogeneity be-
tween them. We therefore conducted a fixed effect meta-analysis using 
the unstandardized regression estimates for the Protest-Opportunity Fit 
x Self-Investment effect weighted by sample size (see Fig. 4). 

The overall average effect was B = − 0.28, se = 0.06, 95%, Z =
− 4.38, p < .001, two-tailed, and there was no heterogeneity in effects 
across studies, Q = 1.68, df = 3, p = .643, Tau =0%. This lack of het-
erogeneity increases confidence in generalizability of the phenomenon 
under study across conceptual replications in different intergroup 
contexts. 

We performed sensitivity power analyses using two approaches. 
Given that the homogeneity of effects across experiments, we used the 
average effect across experiments for these power calculations. 

We first conducted a sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 
2007) for a multiple regression with one tested predictor (the fit by self- 
investment interaction) among seven predictors (self-investment, the 
three contrasts and the interactions among these predictors). This 
analysis indicated that the smallest effect we are able to detect with the 
collected sample for 80% power and an alpha level of 0.05 (two-tailed) 
is f2 = 0.007. The average effect found in our research is f2 = 0.017. 

We also used the web application by Klein, n.d. (https://olivierklein. 
shinyapps.io/forapp/) in order to calculate power involving an inter-
action between a continuous and a dichotomous predictor. This appli-
cation computes the proportion of simulations yielding an alpha <0.05 
for the interaction term. We set the number of simulations to the highest 
value in order to achieve a more precise estimate of power (i.e., 2000). 
Results showed that power for the obtained effect with our sample size is 
85%. Both approaches lead us therefore to conclude that our analyses 
are well-powered. 

9.2. Mediated moderation 

We used the data from Experiments 3 and 4 to test the hypothesized 
mechanism through which the protest-opportunity fit (among the less 
invested) impacts support for protest: illegitimacy of inequality. These 
were the only experiments in which we measured this variable. As stated 
in the introduction, high-fit conditions, compared to low-fit ones, should 
increase appraisals of illegitimacy of inequality. This should be the case 
according to a principle of moral proportionality in which type of protest 
is sufficiently justified given the extent to which the system allows for 
change to actually happen. In Experiments 3 and 4 there was some ev-
idence for illegitimacy of inequality to vary in the predicted direction. 
There was some variability across experiments concerning the signifi-
cance of the predicted effect on illegitimacy of inequality. We therefore 
conducted an integrative data analysis on the data of the experiments 3 
and 4 (N = 734) using a multi-level approach with Experiment as 
random intercept so as to get a better powered and more precise test of 
the indirect effect. 

Statistically, this hypothesis implies a mediated moderation in which 
the protest-opportunity fit by self-investment interaction affects illegit-
imacy of inequality, which, in turn, has a positive impact on support for 
protest. In addition, including illegitimacy of inequality on the model on 
support should lead to a decrease in the protest-opportunity fit by self- 
investment interaction. Finally, the indirect effect of the protest- 
opportunity fit by self-investment interaction on support for protest 
via illegitimacy of inequality should be significant. We tested these 
predictions using recent recommendations prescribing a component 
path approach for examining the existence of mediation and Monte 

8 We introduced a small change compared to Experiment 3 in order to make 
the two conditions more balanced: the reference to distribution of free cake in 
both conditions (we had previously only mentioned it in the normative 
condition). 
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Carlo simulations for the estimation of the indirect effect (Yzerbyt, 
Muller, Batailler, & Judd, 2018). 

Not surprisingly, path c, the total effect, was significant (Table 6). 
Again, this interaction showed more support for the high-fit conditions 
compared to the low-fit ones among less invested members, B = 0.32, SE 
= 0.13, 95% CI [0.070; 0.571], t(726) = 2.51, p = .012 and no effect 
among more invested ones, B = -0.128, SE = 0.13, 95% CI [− 0.380; 
0.122], t(726) = − 1.01, p = .315 (Fig. 5). 

Path a, that is, the C1 by Self-investment interaction on Illegitimacy 
of the policy, was also significant (Table 6). This interaction (Fig. 6) 
showed that less invested group members saw the policy as more ille-
gitimate in the high than in the low-fit conditions, B = 0.48, SE = 0.18, 
95% CI [0.141; 0.827], t(726) = 2.77, p = .006. The protest-opportunity 
fit did not affect more invested members, B = -071, SE = 0.18, 95% CI 
[0.419; − 0.272], t(726) = − 0.41, p = .686. 

Including illegitimacy of inequality and its interaction with self- 
investment in the model showed that illegitimacy strongly predicted 
support and that the initial total effect (here, c’, i.e., residual effect) was 
no longer significant. Finally, a Monte Carlo simulation with 10,000 

random samples based on the observed estimates and standard errors of 
a and b (see MacKinnon, 2010) showed that the indirect effect of the 
protest-opportunity fit x self-investment on support via perceived ille-
gitimacy of inequality was significant, indirect effect = − 0.06, 97.5% CI 
[− 0.008; − 0.108]. 

We also found a illegitimacy by self-investment interaction, B =
-0.033, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.002; 0.063], t(723.27) = − 2.12, p = .034, 
showing that the positive effect of illegitimacy on support was slightly 
stronger for less invested, B = 0.546, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.493; 0.599], t 
(723) = 20.3, p < .001, than for more invested group members, B =
0.466, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.412; 0.520], t(723) = 17.0, p < .001. This 
effect was, however, very weak. 

10. General discussion 

Citizens of democratic societies are aware that social systems should 
be open to change, by offering opportunities to influence public policy 
(e.g., campaigns, referenda) and hold public officials accountable (e.g., 
elections). As such, the larger system permits (normative) protest aimed 

Table 5 
Effects of self-investment, “Protest-Opportunity Fit”, “Within High-Fit” and “Within Low-Fit” contrasts (and their interactions) on support for protest, illegitimacy of 
inequality and legitimacy of protest (Experiment 4).   

B SE Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI F p r 

Support for Disadvantaged Protest 
Self-Investment − 0.061 0.044 − 0.148 0.025 1.95 0.164 − 0.06 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) − 0.019 0.100 − 0.216 0.178 0.04 0.847 <0.03 
C2: “Within High-fit” contrast (residual) − 0.030 0.071 − 0.170 0.110. 0.18 0.673 <0.03 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) − 0.062 0.071 − 0.200 0.077 0.76 0.383 − 0.03 
C1 x Self-Investment ¡0.209 0.088 ¡0.382 ¡0.036 5.62 0.018 ¡0.10 
C2 x Self-Investment − 0.030 0.062 − 0.151 0.092 0.23 0.628 <− 0.03 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.012 0.063 − 0.136 0.111 0.04 0.843 <− 0.03   

Illegitimacy of Inequality 
Self-Investment − 0.302 0.064 − 0.429 − 0.176 22.10 <0.001 − 0.20 
C1: “Protest-Opportunity fit” contrast (critical) 0.193 0.146 − 0.094 0.481 1.74 0.187 0.05 
C2: “Within High-fit” contrast (residual) 0.049 0.104 − 0.156 0.253 0.22 0.640 <0.03 
C3: “Within Low-fit” contrast (residual) ¡0.206 0.103 ¡0.408 ¡0.003 3.99 0.046 ¡0.08 
C1 x Self-Investment − 0.195 0.129 − 0.448 0.057 2.31 0.129 − 0.06 
C2 x Self-Investment 0.009 0.090 − 0.169 0.186 0.01 0.923 <0.03 
C3 x Self-Investment − 0.044 0.092 − 0.224 0.136 0.23 0.632 <− 0.03 

Note. Bolded text indicates statistically significant effects at p < .05. 

Fig. 4. Forest plot for mini-meta analysis of the Protest-Opportunity Fit by Self-Investment Interaction.  
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at reducing illegitimate inequality. Members of such societies are thus 
able to recognize what constitutes normative and non-normative protest 
of the system: “It is the norms of this superordinate category that define 
actions by subordinate groups as normative and non-normative” 
(Wright, 2009, p. 873). 

The key contribution of this paper is to consider how members of the 
advantaged group respond to the choice of (normative versus non- 
normative) protest undertaken by the disadvantaged to challenge con-
texts of inequality that vary in the extent to which they offer an actual 
opportunity for status improvement. Four experiments examined 
advantaged group members endorsement of different types of protest as 
a function of the “opportunity structure” of the intergroup inequality. 
Results were consistent across three different intergroup contexts (i.e., 
Erasmus students in Europe, White Americans and typical weight in-
dividuals in the Netherlands and the UK). These results were also 
consistent across different conceptual replications of “opportunity for 
status improvement” (high versus low). Experiment 1 manipulated this 
variable directly by telling participants that the inequality was likely or 
unlikely to disappear. Experiment 2 varied opportunity for status 
improvement through system stability and Experiment 3 by manipu-
lating permeability of intergroup boundaries and Experiment 4 by 
varying how inevitable was the actual implementation of inequality. 

We found support for a novel conceptual model in which perceived 
acceptability of protest among less invested advantaged group members 
depends on the extent to which the means of protest fit (i.e., addresses, 
matches) the context of inequality. Specifically, in situations in which 
the inequality context provided room for the disadvantaged to actually 
improve their status (in the case of Experiments 2, 3 and 4 when the 
system was, respectively, unstable, permeable and inequality was not 
inevitable) normative protest was seen as more acceptable than non- 
normative protest. When opportunity for status improvement was low 
(in the case of Experiments 2, 3 and when the system was, respectively, 
stable, impermeable and inequality was inevitable), non-normative 
protest was the most endorsed form of protest. Importantly, as pre-
dicted, the two “high-fit” conditions did not differ from each other in 
terms of key processes and outcomes and results did not depend on the 
intergroup context examined. This general acceptability of the form of 
protest that matched the type of inequality was found in appraisals of 
legitimacy of protest (Experiments 1 and 2), support for protest (Ex-
periments 1 to 3) and judgments of illegitimacy of inequality (Experi-
ment 3 and 4). In addition, mediated moderation analyses provided 
support for a moral proportionality principle (Rai & Fiske, 2011) ac-
cording to which inequality is seen as more illegitimate when the means 
to challenge it fit how much the (democratic) context actually allows for 
the possibility of change towards more equality. 

Our findings can be understood simultaneously from both a high and 
a (flipping the coin) low fit perspective. Because we compare endorse-
ment of protest and illegitimacy of inequality between high and low fit 
conditions among less invested advantaged group members, it is difficult 
to know whether a high fit increases endorsement and illegitimacy of 
inequality or if low fit disrupts otherwise positive attitudes towards the 
disadvantaged predicament. As mentioned in the introduction, it can be 
that when normative protest occurs in contexts in which opportunity for 
change is low (producing low fit in our terms), people underestimate 
how illegitimate the inequality is (“the disadvantage can’t be so bad or 
unchangeable if people are sticking to the rules”) and this leads to less 
support. Similarly, when non-normative protest occurs in contexts that 
seemingly allow for change to happen, protests are likely to be seen as 
disproportionate and the appraisals may switch from the injustice of the 
situation to internal attributions about how extreme protesters are. 
Exactly where most action is in this relative comparison between high 
vs. low fit however remains a highly abstract question, as it is virtually 
impossible to create a control condition for the type of protest and 
absence of protest is not an option as it qualitatively changes the situ-
ation. Indeed, protest in general is a way of calling attention to 
inequality. One possible way to address this issue would perhaps be to 

Table 6 
Component path analyses for mediated moderation of the effect of “Protest- 
Opportunity Fit” by Self-Investment on support for protest through appraisals of 
illegitimacy of inequality (Experiments 3 and 4 as random intercept).   

B SE Lower 
95% CI 

Upper 
95% CI 

F p 

Path c: effects on support for protest 
Self- 

Investment 
− 0.055 0.038 − 0.129 0.019 2.11 0.147 

C1: “Protest- 
Opportunity 
fit” contrast 
(critical) 

0.096 0.090 − 0.081 0.272 1.13 0.287 

C2: “Within 
High-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

0.027 0.064 − 0.099 0.152 0.17 0.677 

C3: “Within 
Low-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

− 0.040 0.064 − 0.164 0.085 0.39 0.533 

C1 x Self- 
Investment ¡0.185 0.075 ¡0.331 ¡0.038 6.13 0.014 

C2 x Self- 
Investment 

− 0.030 0.053 − 0.133 0.074 0.32 0.575 

C3 x Self- 
Investment 

0.031 0.053 − 0.073 0.134 0.34 0.561  

Path a: effects on illegitimacy of inequality 
Self- 

Investment ¡0.254 0.051 ¡0.354 ¡0.154 24.82 <0.001 

C1: “Protest- 
Opportunity 
fit” contrast 
(critical) 

0.207 0.123 − 0.035 0.448 2.81 0.094 

C2: “Within 
High-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

0.014 0.087 − 0.157 0.185 0.03 0.873 

C3: “Within 
Low-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

− 0.147 0.087 − 0.318 0.023 2.88 0.090 

C1 x Self- 
Investment 

¡0.228 0.102 ¡0.428 ¡0.028 5.00 0.026 

C2 x Self- 
Investment − 0.067 0.072 − 0.209 0.074 0.86 0.353 

C3 x Self- 
Investment 

− 0.038 0.072 − 0.179 0.104 0.27 0.601  

Paths b and c’: effects on support accounting for illegitimacy of inequality 
Self- 

Investment 
0.081 0.028 0.027 0.136 8.51 0.004 

C1: “Protest- 
Opportunity 
fit” contrast 
(critical) 

− 0.008 0.065 − 0.135 0.120 0.01 0.903 

C2: “Within 
High-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

0.017 0.046 − 0.073 0.107 0.14 0.712 

C3: “Within 
Low-fit” 
contrast 
(residual) 

0.035 0.046 − 0.054 0.125 0.59 0.441 

C1 x Self- 
Investment 

− 0.071 0.054 − 0.176 0.035 1.70 0.192 

C2 x Self- 
Investment 

0.006 0.038 − 0.069 0.080 0.03 0.874 

C3 x Self- 
Investment 0.048 0.038 − 0.027 0.123 1.59 0.208 

Illegitimacy 
of 
Inequality 

0.507 0.020 0.468 0.545 669.02 <0.001 

Note. Bolded text indicates statistically significant effects at p < .05. 
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Fig. 5. Support for Disadvantaged Protest as a Function of Self-Investment in Advantaged Ingroup Identity and Protest-Opportunity Fit (Experiments 3 and 4). 
Note. Gray areas around the lines represent standard errors. 

Fig. 6. Appraisals of Illegitimacy of Inequality as a Function of Self-Investment in Advantaged Ingroup Identity and Protest-Opportunity Fit (Experiments 3 and 4). 
Note. Gray areas around the lines represent standard errors. 
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conduct a field study in which our independent variables are measured 
instead of manipulated. 

At this stage it is important to point out that in all the contexts 
examined we tried to present the intergroup inequality as generally 
illegitimate. This is confirmed by the general mean assessments of 
legitimacy of protest (Experiments 1 to 3) and inequality (Experiments 3 
and 4). This is also the case of intergroup inequality contexts presented 
in previous research (Teixeira et al., 2020). This methodological choice 
was deliberate because we believe that these patterns of results would 
not generalize to contexts in which advantaged group members can 
psychologically make use of strategies of legitimation of inequality. If 
inequality can be dismissed as being legitimate, then there is arguably 
no reason for advantaged group members to endorse protest that not 
only might question their advantaged position but also thereby tarnish 
their self-image as perpetrators of unfair inequality (see Teixeira et al., 
2022). 

A last point worth mentioning concerns the absence of effects found 
among members who are highly invested in their advantaged group 
position. Indeed, previous research has shown that high compared to 
low identifiers are less supportive of non-normative protest because they 
perceive this type of protest as more likely to cause reputational damage 
to the advantaged ingroup (Teixeira et al., 2020). This can be the case 
for multiple reasons that further research should investigate. For 
example, it is possible that the introduction of an additional manipula-
tion (i.e., opportunity for status improvement) qualitatively changed the 
responses of highly invested members compared to research that only 
varied the type of protest (as in Teixeira et al., 2020). It indeed in-
troduces an additional layer of complexity that might, for example, have 
decreased the natural focus on the ingroup that these high-invested 
members have and made them more undecided about what to do to 
reconcile ingroup interests with social equality concerns. In line with 
this idea, recent research has provided support for a higher variability in 
responses to protest among the highly (compared to lowly) self-invested 
advantaged group members (Teixeira et al., 2022). 

10.1. Theoretical implications 

Protest actions are not perceived in a vacuum. Our findings extend 
current conceptualizations of protest by underscoring the extent to 
which people’s views of protest are context-dependent. This is, in our 
view, an important new direction for research. Indeed, research on so-
cial protest (especially using the distinction between normative and non- 
normative protest) has often relied on conceptualizations that do not 
necessarily take into account how the normativeness of these psycho-
logical realities depend on both the context and the audiences of protest 
(see also, Leach & Teixeira, 2021, 2022; Reimer et al., 2022). Indeed, 
previous research on reactions to norm violations (e.g., Chekroun & 
Brauer, 2002; Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988), and predictors of counter- 
normative behavior (Tausch et al., 2011; Becker & Tausch, 2015) has 
typically started with the assumption that prevailing norms are uni-
versally shared within society, by all individuals in all contexts. This 
conceptual approach is limited (see van Kleef, Wanders, Stamkou, & 
Homan, 2015), as particular sub-groups or contexts can develop distinct 
co-existing or even competing norms. In the present research, for 
instance, members of advantaged groups adjusted their responses to 
protest based on the context in which norm adherence or violations 
occurred. As such, this approach moves away from the “objective” 
meaning of normative and non-normative protest, and instead focuses 
on the specific contextual features that shape individuals’ understanding 
of what constitutes a norm violation in the first place. 

Our research also points to the need for a person-by-situation anal-
ysis of responses to different types of protest. Indeed, reactions to (non-) 
normative forms of protest depended on the degree to which the 
perceiver was self-invested in their in-group’s advantaged position in 
society. Members scoring low on this dimension were the ones sharing 
the perspective of disadvantaged groups who also tend to choose 

normative protest under conditions of unstable inequality (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979) and non-normative protest of stable inequality (Tausch 
et al., 2011; Wright et al., 1990). 

Our results also have implications for theories of protest and, more 
broadly, social change. We found that illegitimacy of inequality medi-
ated support for protest. This result emphasizes commonalities between 
models examining engagement in collective protest among disadvan-
taged groups (van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008) and support for 
protest among advantaged groups. In both cases, appraisals of (il) 
legitimacy and (un)fairness are predictors of engagement and support 
for collective protest. Despite these psychological mechanisms being 
similar between advantaged and disadvantaged groups, we cannot as-
sume that the precise predictors of support will be the same for higher 
identifiers and lower identifiers across different status groups. The im-
plications of (high versus low) group identification (or more specifically 
the self-investment component) will vary for groups of higher versus 
lower status within a system of inequality, given the particular interests 
and goals associated with these status positions (see Leach et al., 2002). 
For example, effects found for less self-invested advantaged group 
members are likely to be the most similar to effects found among more 
self-invested disadvantaged group members themselves (Iyer & Ryan, 
2009; Leach et al., 2010). 

More generally, our research questions advance the understudied 
role of advantaged group members in social change (Radke, Kutlaca, 
Siem, Wright, & Becker, 2020). Indeed, despite collective action pro-
moting greater equality being a quite developed field of research, this 
research is mainly focused on what motivates the disadvantaged (e.g., 
SIMCA and its extensions, van Zomeren et al., 2008; van Zomeren, 
Leach, & Spears, 2012) or sympathetic audiences (e.g., Saab, Spears, 
Tausch, & Sasse, 2016; Thomas & Louis, 2014) to mobilize on behalf of 
the disadvantaged. In addition, research examining advantaged group 
members support for collective action is often conducted in the absence 
of actual protest from the disadvantaged (for exceptions see Kende et al., 
2020; Radke, Kutlaca, & Becker, 2022; Shuman, Saguy, van Zomeren 
and Halperin, 2021; Shuman et al., 2022; Teixeira et al., 2022; Teixeira 
et al., 2020). However, one of the big challenges to the attainment of 
social change. 

the resistance to protest actions from the ones who occupy privileged 
positions. These are not only the ones who are likely to resist change but 
they are the ones who, given their privileged position, have a vested 
interest and bigger say in the implementation of measures and policies 
that are effective in reducing inequality (Teixeira et al., 2020). The 
handful of studies on protest among advantaged group members has 
focused on effects of type of protest among members who are highly 
identified (e.g., Teixeira et al., 2020; Teixeira et al., 2022) and more 
resistant to change (Shuman et al., 2020; Shuman et al., 2022). By 
focusing on determinants of support among advantaged group members 
who are less attached to their advantaged identity and less likely to be 
threatened by protest from the disadvantaged (and social change in 
general), the present research has important implications for the un-
derstanding of social change. Specifically, by calling attention to the 
interaction between who witnesses, what protest in which context, we 
provide a more nuanced perspective of reactions to protest that can 
elucidate when and why normative or non-normative protest might be 
more effective in gathering support from different privileged audiences. 

10.2. Conclusion 

Societies have widely known norms regarding what constitutes 
legitimate protest. It has often been assumed that only normative (legal) 
forms of protest, such as petitions and peaceful and orderly demon-
strations, can be seen as legitimate (Wright et al., 1990). This analysis 
has not considered the full societal context within which protest stra-
tegies are chosen and deployed. By examining what one group makes of 
another group’s action (in our case, protest) in the context of a particular 
status inequality, the present research aimed to understand the 
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relational basis of the normative acceptability of protest. A non- 
normative form of confrontational and disruptive protest was seen as 
less legitimate when inequality was seen as likely to change through 
standard protest, and yet was viewed as more legitimate when the 
inequality was perceived as unlikely to change. A relational analysis of 
societal norms may help shed light on the circumstances in which groups 
in status competition can come to see each other, and society, in 
compatible ways that foster cooperation to create a more equitable and 
fair society. 
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