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We propose that individuals sometimes feel ashamed for the negative actions of their
in-group because these actions constitute a threat to their identity. The present study
examined factors that evoke shame when individuals recall instances of negative
behavior committed by another in-group member. American undergraduates recalled
instances when other Americans exhibited prejudice toward people of Middle-
Eastern descent after September 11th and rated their emotions and motivations
following the event. Results indicated that identification with being American
predicted more shame and a stronger desire to distance oneself from the group when
the event was very negative. Identification predicted less shame and distancing for
less negative events. The implications of the results for social emotions, identity
management, and the black sheep effect are discussed.

The weeks following the terrorist attacks of September 11th saw an upsurge of anti-
Arab hate crimes (Fries, 2001). While these incidents became a source of deep
emotional distress for Arab Americans and Arabs living in the United States, it is not
immediately obvious what emotional effects, if any, these incidents might have had
on Americans who were not themselves the targets of these prejudicial acts. In light
of the events of September 11th, one might assume that many Americans would tend
to sympathize with the perpetrators and be unlikely to see these hate crimes as
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anything but justified. However, because Americans place a high value on the fair
treatment of all members of society (Katz & Hass, 1988), it is possible that non-Arab
Americans also found these incidents of anti-Arab prejudice disturbing and
emotionally distressing.

Recent work on the relationship between social identity and emotional experience
(e.g., Branscombe & Doojse, 2004; Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004; Smith,
1993) as well as research on reactions to in-group deviants (Marques, Yzerbyt, &
Leyens, 1988) suggests that these hate crimes could have been a potent source of
negative emotions for non-Arab Americans. Drawing on this work, we examined the
extent to which Americans experienced a sense of shame for instances of anti-Arab
prejudice committed by other Americans after September 11th. Specifically, we
tested the role of in-group identification and perceptions of event negativity in
predicting emotional reactions to instances of in-group prejudice and efforts to cope
with these emotional reactions by distancing oneself from such events.

Vicarious Shame in Response to In-group Wrongdoing

There is growing interest in understanding of how the emotional lives of individuals
are shaped by the actions and outcomes of their social groups (e.g., Branscombe &
Doojse, 2004; Mackie & Smith, 2002). Based on the assumption that groups form a
basis for identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and that our conceptions of ourselves and
of our social groups overlap (Smith, Coats, & Walling, 1999; Smith & Henry, 1996),
it seems reasonable to expect that people can appraise events involving other in-
group members as somehow relevant to the self. Thus, cognitive appraisal theories of
emotions (Frijda, Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Roseman, 1991; Smith & Ellsworth,
1985) can be applied to understand the distinct emotional reactions that individuals
have to other in-group members’ actions, even though they do not directly involve
the self (e.g., Doojse, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; Dumont, Yzerbyt,
Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003; Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003).

We propose that shame is an important emotion to consider when examining
responses to negative acts perpetrated by in-group members. Research on self-
conscious or moral emotions suggests that people experience shame when they feel a
fundamental flaw in their character has been revealed to themselves or to others
(e.g., Tangney, 1995; Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996). In contrast to other
types of self-conscious emotions, such as guilt, people tend to feel ashamed when they
attribute the cause of a negative event to something aboutwho they are, rather than just
to something they did (Niedenthal, Tangney, & Gavanski, 1994). Thus, shame is
thought to involve a focus on the implications of a negative event for one’s sense of
identity.

Research on shame has typically only explored this emotion as it is felt for one’s
own actions. However, Lickel and Schmader (Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Ames, &
Barquissau, in press; Lickel et al., 2004) have recently examined when and why
people might feel ashamed as a result of someone else’s morally questionable
behavior. According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), people derive a
sense of identity from their social associations and are therefore motivated to
maintain a positive view of their social groups. When fellow in-group members
engage in very negative behaviors that are relevant to aspects of the group identity,
both the self and others might perceive those behaviors as an indication of a flaw in
the character of the entire group (e.g., Pettigrew, 1979). Because individuals feel a
sense of personal shame when they perceive that their own behavior reveals
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something negative about a core aspect of their identity, Lickel and Schmader
reasoned that the negative actions of in-group members can elicit a sense of vicarious
shame when those actions are seen as reflecting poorly on a core aspect of one’s
social identity. In support of this prediction, Lickel et al. (in press) found that
people’s feelings of shame for another’s wrongdoing are uniquely predicted by the
degree to which the event is seen as relevant to the reputation of their group and that
others would judge their group negatively because of it.

In the present study we sought to apply this general framework to understanding
emotional reactions of Americans in response to anti-Arab prejudice that took place
after the September 11th attacks. Because Americans generally tend to eschew
prejudicial behavior (Devine, Monteith, Zuwerink, & Elliot, 1991), the prejudiced
behavior of other Americans is likely to be perceived as a threat to the identity of
many Americans and therefore become a source of shame. However, we also
believed that the intensity of people’s emotional responses would be influenced by
the degree to which being an American is important to their identity.

The Role of Group Identification

Although all citizens of a country share their nationality in common, there is likely to
some variability in the degree to which individuals identify with this social association.
Thus, a central goal of the present research was to examine the role played by group
identification—the degree to which a social identity is viewed as an important aspect of
one’s self-definition—in predicting the emotional reactions that people have to
prejudicial acts carried out by members of their in-group. However, the relationship
between identification and vicarious shame is not immediately obvious. On the one
hand, past research has demonstrated that individuals who are highly group identified
are more likely to show in-group biases (e.g., see Brown, 2000, for a review; Doosje &
Branscombe, 2003; Hastorf & Cantril, 1954; Rantilla, 2000). Such biases might lead
people tomake excuses for a groupmembers’ bad behavior, thereby inhibiting feelings
of shame for these events. Doojse et al. (1998) found such a negative relationship with
collective guilt. Dutch students in their study who read an ambiguous account
describing both the positive and negative aspects of Dutch colonization of Indonesia
reported feeling less guilty to the extent that they were highly identified with being
Dutch. This finding suggests that, given the opportunity, the highly identifiedmight be
more motivated to bias their interpretations of in-group behavior if such bias reduces
the possibility of experiencing unpleasant emotions.

In contrast to the prediction that in-group identification might inhibit shame,
other work suggests that high levels of identification may predict more extreme
emotional reactions to the actions of other in-group members. For example, Ortony,
Clore, and Collins (1988) speculate that the strength of the ‘‘unit relationship’’
between the self and the group predicts the intensity of the emotional response that
one has to another group member’s actions. Given that in-groups can be represented
as part of the self-concept (Rudman, Greenwald, & McGhee, 2001; Smith & Henry,
1996; Tropp & Wright, 2001), it follows that the actions of groups we most identify
with—groups that are tied directly to our sense of self—will have a stronger
emotional impact on us. Moreover, research has demonstrated that those who are
highly identified with their group tend to react more negatively to in-group members
who fail to uphold a positive image of the group (e.g., Biernat, Vescio, & Billings;
1999; Branscombe, Wann, Noel, & Coleman, 1993). For example, Hispanic students
who are strongly identified with their ethnic identity report greater shame in response
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to the stereotypic actions of their in-group (Schmader & Lickel, in press). This
past work would suggest that Americans who are most identified with their
nationality might feel most ashamed for the prejudicial actions of other individual
Americans.

Taken together, past research suggests two contrasting hypotheses for the
relationship between identification and vicarious shame. We refer to these as the
inhibition hypothesis (i.e., higher identification predicts weaker feelings of shame) and
the intensification hypothesis (i.e., higher identification predicts a stronger feelings of
shame). Although the research reviewed above provides some support for each
hypothesis in isolation, no previous work has examined these hypotheses with respect
to shame or specified a moderating variable that would allow one to predict when
each relationship would be observed. Our goal was to test the hypothesis that the
relationship between identification and vicarious shame depends on whether people
admit that the event was clearly negative (Branscombe, Doosje, & McGarty, 2002).
When the event is seen as less negative or ambiguous, group identification might
predict less vicarious shame because those who are highly identified are motivated
to justify the event, and the relatively mild or ambiguous nature of it makes
this possible. This prediction is consistent with the results of Doosje et al. (1998),
who found a negative relationship between national identification and collective guilt
only when participants were presented with ambiguous information about the
consequences of their nation’s actions. In contrast, as the perceived negativity of the
event increases, making it more difficult to justify, stronger identification with the in-
group should lead to stronger feelings of vicarious shame. Because very negative
events are difficult to deny or rationalize, they should pose an undeniable threat to
identity.

Behavioral Responses to an In-group Member’s Prejudice

The benefit of identifying distinct emotional responses that individuals have to any
intergroup behavior is that discrete emotions are often associated with unique action
tendencies and behavioral motivations (e.g., Frijda et al., 1989). Thus, an
examination of the emotional reactions to events involving one’s in-group can have
important implications for predicting and understanding intergroup dynamics
(Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000). With this in mind, a second goal of our research
was to test what motivational tendency was associated with feelings of vicarious
shame that Americans might have felt in response to anti-Arab prejudice. In forming
hypotheses about what action tendencies we might expect in these situations, we
drew from research on self-conscious emotion and other work on intergroup
processes.

Drawing from work in the intergroup literature, the negative reactions of
Americans to acts of anti-Arab prejudice may be viewed as a manifestation of the
black sheep effect (Marques et al., 1988). The black sheep effect refers to a reversal of
the usual tendency for people to show in-group serving biases when making
intergroup comparisons. Specifically, people tend to derogate an in-group member
who has negative traits even more negatively than an out-group member who has the
same traits (Abrams, Marques, Brown, & Henson, 2000; Biernat et al., 1999;
Castano, Paladino, Coull, & Yzerbyt, 2002; Khan & Lambert, 1998; Marques,
Abrams, & Serôdio, 2001). One interpretation of this effect is that by derogating the
individual one tries to disassociate that person from the group in effort to maintain a
positive social identity (Marques & Paez, 1994). Although research on the black
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sheep effect often only measures attitudes toward the in-group member, recent work
shows that individuals will respond to a negative in-group member either by
derogating the person or by disidentifying from the group, depending on which
option they are given first (Eidelman & Biernat, 2003).

The present research extends past research on the black sheep effect by considering
more closely the specific emotional reactions that underlie people’s responses to
negative in-group members. Past research has considered only general negative affect
as the mechanism producing the black sheep effect (i.e., Biernat et al., 1999). In the
present research, we argue that shame, as opposed to other negative emotions such as
anger or guilt, may be an important hallmark of the black sheep-type responses in the
context of reactions to anti-Arab prejudice. This prediction is based on the finding
that shame is the emotion that most commonly motivates a desire to distance oneself
from a shame-inducing event (Tangney et al., 1996; Wicker, Payne, &Morgan, 1983).
If the black sheep effect does stem from a drive to disassociate from the negative
group member, then shame would be a good candidate for the emotion that would
elicit this response. Moreover, in past work (Lickel et al., in press) we found that
people’s ratings of shame for a group member’s actions were linked to a stronger
desire to distance themselves generally from the negative event.

In the emotion literature, shame is seen as an emotion that induces behaviors
designed to unlink the self from situations that pose a threat to one’s sense of self.
Thus, experiencing shame in reaction to an in-group member’s negative behavior
should arouse a desire to distance oneself from the event. Research on personal
shame typically examines a tendency to distance oneself from the situation.
However, it is important to realize that individuals might have a larger number of
options available to them when the source of their shame resides in another person’s
actions. For example, in addition to distancing from the situation, they could
distance themselves from the wrongdoer, or distance themselves from the in-group.
Previous work on vicarious shame has not made distinctions between these different
options and past work on the black sheep effect has examined derogation of the
group member almost exclusively. In addition to assessing a general distancing
strategy, we also sought to extend this past work by exploring specific motivations
evoked by feelings of vicarious shame in response to anti-Arab prejudice.

Overview

In the months following the September 11th terrorist attacks, we asked American
college students to recount an instance when they observed or heard about another
American acting prejudicially toward Arabs, or people who appeared Middle
Eastern. Participants rated their emotional responses to the event, how negative they
perceived the event to be, and their motivation to distance themselves from the event.
We predicted that being highly identified with one’s American identity would relate
to weaker feelings of shame for less negative events, but would relate to stronger
feelings of shame for highly negative events. Based on this prediction, we also
examined the degree to which the pattern of emotional reactions was specific to
shame and not just a result of general negative affect. In addition, we examined the
same interaction between perceived negativity and identification for participants’
motivation to distance from the event in general, as well as specific motivations to
gain distance from the situation, the group member, or their group in particular.
Finally, we tested whether ratings of shame uniquely mediated any of these
distancing motivations.
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Methods

Participants

Participants were 83 American college students at the University of Arizona (n=40)
and the University of Southern California (n=43) who completed the survey for
research credit. Two students were excluded from analyses because they did not
follow instructions (i.e., they wrote about being a victim of prejudice or they did not
write about prejudice against someone of Middle Eastern descent). Thus, the final
sample included 81 Americans (20 male, 61 female).

Procedure

Data collection began in late October of 2001 and continued through February of
2002. Participants first completed a measure of their identification with being
American. Those who were not American citizens were reassigned to another study.
The second part of the survey asked participants to ‘‘think about a time when you
observed another American do or say something that might be perceived to be
prejudiced or biased against a person (or people) who appeared to be Middle
Eastern.’’ They were told that the person acting prejudicially could be someone they
knew or a stranger and that the event could be something observed first hand or
something that they heard about from another source. They also did not need
personally to think that the event was prejudicial, only that someone else might have
seen it that way. They were instructed to spend five minutes writing about the event
and to remember as clearly as possible what they were thinking and feeling at the
time. Next, they rated characteristics of the event (e.g., the presence of a victim, their
relation to the perpetrator, sex of the perpetrator and victim, perceived negativity of
the event), their emotional reactions to the event, and distancing motivations. This
event sampling methodology is commonly used in emotion research (e.g., Tangney et
al., 1996) and has several advantages. First, it allows us to examine emotional
reactions to real and at times very intense situations that we would be unable to
recreate in a laboratory. It also enables us to sample across the range of prejudicial
events that people actually observed in the aftermath of September 11th rather than
relying on an imagined emotional response to a hypothetical scenario.

Measures

American identification. We assessed participants’ identification with being American
using a modified version of Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) 16-item collective self-
esteem scale (CSE, e.g., ‘‘In general, being American is an important part of my self-
image.’’ ‘‘I feel good about being American.’’ ‘‘I feel like an outsider from my own
country’’—reversed). The collective self-esteem scale can either be analyzed in terms
of its four component subscales (public, private, identity, or membership collective
self-esteem) or in terms of an overall composite. Because the four subscales were all
significantly positively related to one another in this sample (range of correlations was
r=.40 to r=.60) and the reliability on the overall scale was high (a=.90), we
operationalized identification as a participant’s average response to all 16 items.1

Perceived negativity. The perceived negativity of the event was assessed as an index
of three items (a=.83): ‘‘How severe did this event seem to you?’’ [Not very severe at
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all (1) to Extremely severe (9)]; ‘‘How much damage or harm did this event have for
other people? (not including you and the person who caused the event),’’ [This event
did not directly harm others at all (1) to This event was extremely harmful to others
(9)]; and ‘‘Regardless of what others might have thought, how prejudicial did you
think the event was?’’ [I didn’t think the event was very prejudicial (1) to I thought the
event was extremely prejudicial (9)].

Emotion. Participants rated the extent to which they felt a series of emotions in
response to the event on a nine-point scale (1= not at all, 9= very intensely).
Separate composites were created for shame, guilt, anger, anxiety, sadness and
positive affect based on conceptual considerations. Shame was assessed with three
items (a=.75): ashamed, disgraced, and humiliated. Guilt was assessed with three
items (a=.75): guilty, regret, and remorseful. Anger was assessed with three items
(a=.79): angry at the other person, offended, and disgusted. Anxiety was assessed
with two items (a=.75): nervous and anxious. Sadness was assessed with five items
(a=.87): hurt, depressed, sad, upset, and disappointed. Positive affect was assessed
with three items (a=.74): proud, good, and happy.

Distancing motivation. Drawing upon past research (Lickel et al., in press; Schmader
& Lickel, in press), we assessed the motivation to distance from the event using five
items. Three items represented the motivation to distance oneself from the perpetrator
of the negative event (a=.83): ‘‘I wanted to be completely unassociated to the person
who caused the event,’’ ‘‘At the time, I remember thinking that I didn’t want to be
associated in any way with the person who caused the event,’’ and ‘‘I wished that the
other person (who caused the event) had not been American.’’ One item represented
the desire to distance oneself from the group: ‘‘At the time, I remember thinking that I
didn’t want to be American,’’ and one item represented the motivation to distance
oneself from the situation: ‘‘I felt like I wanted to disappear from the situation.’’ To
assess an overall motivation to do anything that would distance oneself from the
event, all five items were averaged to form a composite of general distancing (a=.77),
but we also analyzed the three specific motivations embedded in the composite to
explore further the conceptual components of this measure.

Results

Descriptive Statistics about the Events Recalled

Descriptive statistics for the main variables are summarized in Table 1. The events
recalled spanned the full range of perceived negativity with participants showing a
tendency to recall moderately negative events. Examination of participants’
narratives showed that highly negative events often involved physical assault that
sometimes even resulted in death. Conversely, events that people perceived to be less
negative were often prejudicial remarks or ethnic slurs made about Muslims or
Arab-Americans. Additional questions in the survey showed that 63% of
participants were not physically present for the event they recalled (e.g., events
that they heard on the news or from others), and about 50% of the events involved
perpetrators that they did not know. Approximately 54% of the events involved the
presence of someone who was victimized by the event. The perpetrators of events
were most often male (63% male, 19% female, 18% unidentified), as were the victims
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(59% male, 12% female, 29% unidentified). There were no location differences in
any of these event characteristics, all ps 4 .20.

Testing the Role of Identification

We conducted three complementary sets of analyses to test our central hypotheses
regarding the experience of shame and distancing motivations. In the first set of
analyses we tested the hypothesis that group identification and event negativity
interacted to predict participants’ feelings of shame, but not other negative emotions,
in response to instances of anti-Arab prejudice. Next, we tested whether the same
group identification by event negativity interaction predicted both general and
specific distancing motives. The final set of analyses tested whether feelings of shame
mediated effects on any of the distancing motivations related to the event in question.2

Table 1 shows that there was variability in the extent to which students reported
being identified with being American, although no one in the sample reported
extremely low levels of national identification. We hypothesized that this variability
in American identification would predict participants’ feelings of shame in response
to incidents of anti-Arab prejudice, but that the direction of the relationship would
depend upon the perceived negativity of the event. Importantly, identification and
event negativity were not significantly related to one another, r=.14, ns. To test our
hypotheses, we conducted a series of moderated regression analyses on participants’
emotional responses and distancing motivation. In these analyses, identification and
event negativity were centered and entered in the first step of a hierarchical analysis,
followed by the cross-product (interaction) of the two centered variables in the
second step of the analysis.

Emotion ratings. The moderated regression analysis of the shame composite yielded a
significant main effect of event negativity, b=.44, p5 .001, that was qualified by the
predicted identification by negativity interaction, b=.29, p5 .01. The main effect of
identification was not significant, p4 .20. To explore the interaction, we tested the
simple slopes representing the relationship between identification and shame at high
and low levels of negativity (i.e., 1.5 standard deviations above and below the mean of
negativity).3 These analyses provided support for the intensification hypothesis for
very negative events and support for the inhibition hypothesis for less negative events.
For very negative events, identification had a significant positive relationship with
shame (i.e., higher identification as an American predicted stronger feelings of
shame), b=.41, p5 .05. However, for events that participants rated to be less
negative, identification had a significant negative relationship with shame (i.e., higher
identification predicted lower feelings of shame), b= 7.46, p5 .05 (see Figure 1).

We repeated this analysis for the other emotion composites. Four of these
emotions showed only a significant main effect of event negativity; anxiety, b=.35,
p5 .001; sadness, b=.65, p5 .001; anger, b=.53, p5 .01; and positive affect,
b= 7.34, p5 .001. There were no significant interactions on these four emotions,
anxiety, b=.06, p4 .20; sadness, b=.08, p4 .20; anger, b=.11, p4 .20; and
positive affect, b=.09, p4 .20 and no main effect of identification, all ps 4 .10. The
fifth emotion, guilt, showed a significant main effect of event negativity, b=.33,
p5 .01, that was qualified by a marginal interaction, b=.20, p=.06. Simple slopes
revealed a non-significant pattern similar to that for shame: Identification tended to
predict more guilt for very negative events, b=.29, p4 .10, and less guilt for less
negative events, b= 7.30, p4 .10.
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Because shame was correlated with other emotions (see Table 2) and guilt showed
a parallel though a weaker pattern of results, we conducted a more stringent test of
the interactive effect of identification and event negativity on shame. To isolate the
variance specific to shame, we regressed it on the two main effects and interaction
term while controlling for the remaining emotions (guilt, anger, anxiety, sadness, and
positive affect). If the interactive effect of identification and event negativity on
shame simply represents effects on negative and positive affect more generally, then
controlling for the remaining emotions should render the interaction non-significant.
For this regression analysis, the five remaining emotions were all entered on the first
step, followed by the main effects of identification and event negativity in the second
step and the two-way interaction in the third step. The results showed that only guilt
(b=.45) and anger (b=.24) had a unique relationship with shame, ps 5 .05.
Anxiety (b= 7.06), sadness (b=.22) and positive affect (b= 7.09) did not have a
significant unique relationship to shame, ps 4 .10. However, the interaction between
identification and event negativity predicting shame remained significant after
controlling for the other emotions, b=.19, p5 .05, suggesting that the patterns
observed on shame were not the result of a more general affective response.

Because there was also marginal interaction for guilt that paralleled the
interaction for shame, we next regressed guilt onto the two main effects and
interaction, while controlling for the remaining emotions including shame. The
results of this analysis (unlike the result for shame) showed that the interaction
between identification and event negativity predicting guilt was not significant,

FIGURE 1 Simple slopes representing the relationship between American identi-
fication and shame at 1.5 standard deviations above and below the mean of
perceived event negativity.
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b=.05, ns., after controlling for other emotions, suggesting that the marginal
interaction for guilt may have spuriously resulted from the correlation between guilt
and shame.

Distancing motivations. To assess whether identification and event negativity
interacted to motivate a general motivation to distance from the event, we first
performed a moderated regression analysis on the five-item distancing composite.
This analysis yielded a main effect of event negativity, b=.56, p5 .001, that was
qualified by a significant interaction with identification, b=.25, p5 .01. Identifica-
tion alone was not a significant predictor, p4 .20. Simple slopes revealed a pattern
similar to that seen with shame (see Table 3). As predicted, identification was
positively related to distancing for very negative events, but negatively related to
distancing for less negative events. In other words, highly identified individuals
showed a general inclination to distance themselves from highly negative events but
less of an inclination to distance themselves from mildly negative events.

To explore the specific motivations underlying this general desire to distance, we
next performed the same moderated regression analyses on the three distinct
distancing motivations embedded in the composite. For distance from perpetrator,
there was a main effect of event negativity; b=.61, p5 .001, that was qualified by a
significant interaction with identification, b=.21, p5 .05. Identification alone was
not a significant predictor, p4 .20. As shown in Table 3, higher identification was

TABLE 3 Simple Slopes Representing the Relationship Between American Identi-
fication and General and Specific Distancing Motivations at High and Low Levels of
Perceived Event Negativity

Perceived event negativity

Distancing motivations High b Low b Interaction b

Distancing motivation composite .39** 7.35* .25**
Distance self from perpetrator .37* 7.26 .21*
Distance self from group .08 7.61** .24*
Distance self from situation .36{ 7.16 .18

Note: **p5 .01; *p5 .05; {p5 .10.

TABLE 2 Intercorrelations Among Emotion Compositse

Shame Guilt Anger Sadness Anxiety

Shame —
Guilt .63** —
Anger .56** .34** —
Sadness .63** .54** .75** —
Anxiety .37** .52** .35** .55** —
Positive
affect

7.28* 7.14 7.27* 7.26* .05

Note: **p 5 .01; *p 5 .05.
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related to a stronger desire to distance from the perpetrator when the event was very
negative but had a non-significant negative association with distancing from the
perpetrator when the event was less negative.

Likewise, results on distance from the group also revealed a main effect of event
negativity, b=.23, p5 .001, that was qualified by the predicted interaction, b=.24,
p5 .05. Identification alone was not a significant predictor, p4 .20. When the event
was less negative, those who were more highly group identified were significantly less
likely to want to distance themselves from their group. Interestingly, this relationship
between identification and distancing from the group was eliminated when the event
was perceived to be very negative.

Finally, although the simple slopes for distancing from the situation, revealed a
pattern that was similar to that seen for the other two distancing components, the
interaction was only a trend, b=.18, p=.12. Neither event negativity nor
identification were significant predictors, ps 4 .20. Together, the results suggest
that the pattern for the general distancing composite may be driven by the increased
motivation to distance from the perpetrator following highly negative events and
decreased motivation to distance from the group following less negative events.4

Shame as a mediator of distancing motivations. The above analyses revealed
significant interaction effects for the general distancing composite and for distancing
from the perpetrator and the group that paralleled the interaction found for shame.
Also, shame was significantly correlated with distancing in general, r=.51, p5 .001;
distancing from the perpetrator, r=.49, p5 .001; and distancing from the group,
r=.22, p5 .05. We next tested whether the patterns observed for each distancing
measure were mediated by feelings of shame (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In the first
analysis, we regressed the general distancing composite on identification and
perceived event negativity, the cross-product of identification and negativity, and
shame (the proposed mediator). With shame in the equation, the interaction between
identification and event negativity was no longer significant, b=.18, p5 .10; shame
was a significant predictor of the general distancing motivation (see Figure 2). A
Sobel test confirmed that controlling for shame led to a significant reduction in the
interaction effect on general distancing, z=1.96, p=.05.

The above analysis was repeated to explore whether shame also mediated the
interaction effects on the more specific measures of distancing from the perpetrator
and distancing from the group. For distancing from the perpetrator, the interaction

FIGURE 2 Summary of analyses testing shame as a mediator of the identification
by event negativity interaction on the motivation to distance composite.
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between identification and event negativity was not significant after controlling for
shame, b=.15, p=.10; shame was a significant predictor in the analysis, b=.22,
p=.05. However, a Sobel test indicated that controlling for shame led to a marginal
reduction in the interaction, z=1.78, p=.08, thus yielding only partial support for
mediation. For the motivation to distance oneself from the group, the original
interaction was not significant after controlling for shame, b=.21, p5 .07, but
shame was not a significant predictor in the analysis, b=.08, ns., and did not
significantly reduce the interaction, z=0.69, ns., suggesting that shame did not
mediate the patterns observed on this variable. Taken together, these analyses are
consistent with our hypothesis that shame mediates a general motivation to distance
oneself from these events. However, exploration of the specific components of this
general measure suggested that shame might particularly motivate a desire to
distance oneself from the perpetrator.

Of the other emotions measured, only guilt showed an interaction pattern that was
similar to that observed for distancingmotivations. Because of this, our last analysis was
designed to test that shame and not guilt was the best mediator of these motivations.
We repeated the mediation analyses described above substituting guilt as the potential
mediator. However, controlling for guilt did not lead to a significant reduction in the
interaction for the general distancing composite b=.23, p5 .05, z=1.09, p4 .20; for
distancing from the perpetrator, b=.19, p5 .05, z=1.20, p4 .20, or for distancing
from the group, b=.22, p5 .05, z=0.53, p4 .20. These analysesmake it less plausible
that guilt, rather than shame, mediated the observed effects.

Discussion

This study examined the sense of shame that individuals may experience following
the prejudiced behavior of an in-group member. Our primary hypothesis about the
role of group identification in predicting shame was informed by two contrasting
predictions. The inhibition hypothesis suggests that a motivation to maintain a
positive social identity could lead highly identified group members to justify the
negative actions of in-group members and therefore be less likely to experience
shame following in-group prejudice (cf. Doosje et al., 1998). Drawing from research
on group identity (e.g., Smith & Henry, 1996) and the black sheep effect (Biernat et
al., 1999; Branscombe et al., 1993), the intensification hypothesis suggests that highly
identified group members might be more likely to experience vicarious shame after
observing an in-group member exhibit anti-Arab prejudice. We proposed an
integration of these two predictions whereby the perceived negativity of the event
would moderate the relationship between group identification and the experience of
vicarious shame. Consistent with this idea, we found that participants who were
highly identified with their American nationality reported feeling more ashamed for
very negative examples of anti-Arab prejudice. In contrast, highly identified
participants felt less ashamed for relatively mild examples of anti-Arab prejudice.

Although participants also reported feeling other negative emotions, such as
anger and sadness, in response to anti-Arab prejudice, the intensity of these emotions
was significantly predicted only by the negativity of the event. Identification with
being American was not related to these emotional responses, further supporting the
claim that feelings of shame are uniquely related to social identity threats. Finally,
although identification did show some evidence of a moderated relationship to
feelings of guilt, it appeared that this relationship occurred because of the correlation
that guilt has with shame. In sum, these data provide evidence that the perceived
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negativity of an in-group member’s behavior moderates how identification relates to
one’s emotional reactions to that behavior and show that these effects are uniquely
found for feelings of shame.

We also examined the degree to which identification and perceived event
negativity predicted a general motivation to distance oneself from the event. These
analyses showed that, paralleling results for shame, those who were highly identified
with being American were less motivated to distance themselves from more mild
events, but were more motivated to distance themselves from highly negative events.
Mediation analyses were consistent with our interpretation that shame mediated this
pattern of general distancing tendencies. However, when we decomposed our
composite measure of distancing, it appeared that the results were primarily due to
the more specific motivation to distance oneself from the offending group member.
In other words, these analyses suggest that because they felt more shame for very
negative events, highly identified individuals were more motivated to distance
themselves from the perpetrator of these events. For less negative events, highly
identified individuals did not show this response, and, if anything, were somewhat
less likely to feel the need to distance from the perpetrator. These results are
consistent with the idea that shame may be the specific emotional reaction
underlying the black sheep effect—the desire to derogate an in-group member who
violates an important group norm. To our knowledge, these are the first data to
connect the black sheep effect specifically to feelings of shame. As such, they offer
insight into the factors that moderate the emotional reactions to deviant in-group
members.

Although shame did not appear to mediate the tendency to distance oneself from
one’s group, this motivation was differentially related to group identification
depending on the negativity of the event. It is not surprising that those who are more
highly identified with being American would be more reluctant to cope with in-group
prejudice by distancing themselves from that group identity. What is surprising is
that although this expected relationship was observed when the event was relatively
mild, it was completely eliminated for more negative events. After recalling an in-
group member engaging in highly negative acts, previous levels of identification no
longer were a good predictor of participants’ feelings toward their group. Since
shame did not appear to mediate this response, future research is needed to explore
this dissociation.

Finally, we did not find strong evidence that vicarious shame (stemming from in-
group identification and the negativity of the event) predicted a specific urge to
distance from the situation. This null result is somewhat surprising given that
research on personally induced shame typically assesses distancing in this way. There
are two possible accounts for this finding that merit further inquiry. First, because
many participants recalled events that they were not physically present for, they
might have felt less of a need (or ability) to ‘‘disappear from the situation.’’ However,
it is also possible that in situations of vicarious shame, where the emotion stems from
another’s behavior, individuals might not feel as highly self-conscious or have a
strong desire to ‘‘sink into the floor,’’ given that they might just as easily stem the
threat to self by disassociating from the perpetrator of the action.

Extensions to Work on Collective Guilt

By highlighting the role of shame in predicting a desire to distance oneself from a
prejudicial in-group member, our results complement other work that has examined
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when feelings of guilt motivate a desire to make reparations for wrongs committed
by one’s in-group (e.g., Doosje et al., 1998; Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2002; Swim &
Miller, 1999). When examined side by side, these two lines of research suggest that
the differences between shame and guilt based on one’s own behavior (Tangney et
al., 1986; Wicker et al., 1983) also emerge in response to observing the actions of
others. However, direct comparisons between our results and the results of past
research on collective guilt are constrained not only by the focus on qualitatively
different emotions (shame vs. guilt) but also by the types of situations we examined
and the behavioral outcomes we assessed.

Unlike past research on collective guilt (Branscombe, 1998; Iyer et al., 2002; Swim
& Miller, 1999; Mallet & Swim, 2004), which has traditionally examined reactions to
a general system of inequality (e.g., racial discrimination in American society), we
examined emotional responses to the actions of a single in-group member. Our
specific interest in shame also led us to focus on distancing motivations as opposed to
reparative motivations that are more commonly associated with personal and
collective guilt (e.g., Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994; Doosje et al., 1998).
Thus, our findings contribute a unique piece to the vicarious emotions puzzle by
focusing on shame, distancing motivations, and feelings of identification, whereas
past work has tended to highlight guilt, reparative motivations, and feelings of
collective responsibility. Future research is needed that directly compares the impact
of group-based shame and group-based guilt on distancing and reparative
motivations to events that are similar.

Limitations and Future Directions

The data reported here advance our understanding of people’s emotional
reactions to intergroup prejudice. However, there are some limitations to this
research that we hope will motivate future work. Though asking participants to
recall incidents of anti-Arab prejudice allowed us to assess reactions to a wide
range of real events, the conclusions that we can draw from these findings are
limited by the correlational nature of the data. While we cannot rule out an
alternative model where feelings of shame lead to greater identification for highly
negative events, we do feel that our interpretation of the results is the most
theoretically reasonable interpretation. Nevertheless, experimental studies manip-
ulating either or both the negativity of the event and identification with the group
will be necessary to show conclusively that identification interacts with event
negativity to cause a stronger reaction of shame.

Future work might also examine the role that ideology plays in shaping
emotional reactions to an in-group member’s prejudices. Because tolerance and
diversity are central to American ideology, most Americans agree that prejudice is
negative (Katz & Hass, 1988) and might feel shame when an in-group member
harms an out-group member. However, Americans high in social dominance
(Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) might be less likely to experience shame following even
highly negative events because such events do not necessarily challenge their
beliefs that some groups should exert power over others. Future studies might
examine these questions by priming aspects of American ideology or social
dominance orientation to show the effects that these variables have on the
emotional reactions to intergroup hostility.

In conclusion, when we think of the emotions evoked by our nationality, we
usually think of pride. The work presented here is meant to highlight the flipside of
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identification. Those most likely to feel ‘‘proud to be an American’’ because of their
strong levels of group identification are also at risk of feeling shame in response to
fellow group members who unambiguously act against core values of egalitarianism.

Notes

1 We also analyzed the data using the individual subscales of the CSE scale. The pattern

of results on our primary measures was very consistent across each of the subscales
although there was variability in the strength of the relationships. Furthermore, the
combined measure was somewhat more reliable than any of the individual subscales (as
ranged from .73 to .88).

2 We first conducted all analyses with participant gender and location (University of
Arizona or University of Southern California) included as a variable in the regression
equation. There were no significant main effects or interactions involving gender or

location, thus we collapsed across these variables for subsequent analyses.
3 We selected these points because we predicted that the relationship between
identification and shame would be significant but in opposite directions for events

that were either very high or very low in negativity. Because participants tended to rate
events as being fairly negative overall (M=6.28 on a nine-point scale), one standard
deviation (SD=2.04) below the mean actually represents events that were perceived to

be of average or moderate negativity, rather than low negativity (see Aiken & West,
1991, for a discussion of this approach).

4 We also repeated all of the analyses on emotions and distancing controlling for event

characteristics. Being present for the event was a significant covariate for sadness,
positive affect, and distancing from the perpetrator. Having the victim present during the
event was a significant covariate for sadness, anger, and distancing from the perpetrator.
Knowing the victim and the sex of the perpetrator or the victim were not significant

covariates in any analysis. Controlling for significant covariates did not change any of
the results.
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