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Motivated Collective Defensiveness: Group
Members Prioritize Counterarguing Out-Group
Criticism Over Getting Their Work Done

J. Lukas Thürmer1,2,3, Sean M. McCrea4, and Baylee M. McIntyre4

Abstract

Group members defensively reject out-group criticism in self-reports because they perceive it as more threatening than the same
criticism from the in-group (intergroup sensitivity effect). But does this effect motivate action? In five experiments, group members
exhibited behavior patterns characteristic of motivated goal pursuit: They prioritized defending their group over completing their
individual work (Experiments 1–5), even when work was intrinsically rewarding (Experiment 2) or incentivized (Experiment 3).
Lastly, this effect disappeared when group members had attained their goal of protecting their group by other means (i.e., group
affirmation; Experiments 4 and 5). Together, the experiments suggest that intergroup sensitivity motivates goal-directed action.
We discuss how motivated collective defensiveness may undermine constructive debate and heighten acrimony between groups.
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I’ve never seen the country so divided, just black and white—

there’s no compromise whatsoever.

U.S. voter cited in the New York Times (Parker & Corasaniti,

p. A1, October 27, 2016)

Just as individuals reject threatening criticism directed at them

personally, group members reject criticism directed at their

group. As exemplified in the quote above, collective defensive-

ness can undermine constructive debate and heighten acrimony

between groups. Psychological science has established a firm

understanding of such collective defensiveness and its underly-

ing processes in self-reports, but it is unclear whether collective

defensiveness qualifies as motivated. In other words, does col-

lective defensiveness lead to persistent behavior that is charac-

teristic of ongoing goal pursuit? And, if so, what can be done to

reduce this potentially costly behavior?

Collective Defensiveness: The Case of the Intergroup
Sensitivity Effect (ISE)

Group members react defensively to out-group criticism. They

perceive out-group criticism as more threatening and reject it

more than the same criticism from an in-group member (ISE;

Hornsey, 2005; Hornsey & Esposo, 2009), and out-group

sources are viewed as making their comments with less con-

structive intentions than in-group sources (Hornsey, Robson,

Smith, Esposo, & Sutton, 2008; Hornsey, Trembath, &

Gunthorpe, 2004). As a result, group members perceive

out-group criticism as a threat to the group (de Hoog, 2013;

Study 1). Consistent with this statement, the ISE is eliminated

or reversed when in-group criticism poses a high threat

(Ariyanto, Hornsey, & Gallois, 2010; Elder, Sutton, &

Douglas, 2005; Morier, Bryan, & Kasdin, 2013). Moreover,

group members even show the ISE when comments are high

in quality or made by experienced out-group members

(Esposo, Hornsey, & Spoor, 2013; Hornsey & Imani, 2004),

and they also report weaker intentions to act on out-group

criticism than in-group criticism (Brander & Hornsey, 2006;

see also Rabinovich & Morton, 2010).

This consistent support for the ISE is based on self-reports

or, in a few cases, measures of intentions or hypothetical deci-

sions. Self-reports and inconsequential behaviors may not

reflect actual motivations (Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder,

2007) and even measured intentions are a poor proxy for beha-

vior (Kruglanski et al., 2015; Sheeran & Webb, 2016). It there-

fore remains unknown whether intergroup sensitivity is
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motivated and results in the allocation of resources, such as

time, toward defending group identity.

Is Intergroup Sensitivity Motivated? Potential
Behavioral Consequences

Motivation science and social identity theory suggest that the

ISE should motivate behavior. Identification with a social

group motivates individuals to strive for a positive group iden-

tity (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999; Brewer &

Gardner, 1996; Sherman, Kinias, Major, Kim, & Prenovost,

2007; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Striving for a positive identity

is a goal (cf. Gollwitzer, Wicklund, & Hilton, 1982), and a

threat to a positive identity is an obstacle to goal attainment.

Obstacles to goal attainment lead to increasing effort and allo-

cating resources to the focal goal (Carver & Scheier, 1990).

Thus, threats to the goal of maintaining a positive social iden-

tity should result in the allocation of resources, such as time,

toward defending group identity (cf. Baumeister & Scher,

1988; Crocker & Park, 2004). Specifically, we suggest that

group members may spend more time counterarguing out-

group than in-group criticism. Even though group members

may disagree with out-group criticism as well as in-group crit-

icism, critical comments from out-group sources are viewed as

less constructive (Hornsey & Imani, 2004; Hornsey, Oppes, &

Svensson, 2002) and thus are likely to be closely scrutinized

and counterargued.

People usually pursue more than one goal and they usually

do so with limited time available. When time is limited, peo-

ple prioritize the goal that is most important to them, which

may undermine the pursuit of less important goals (Schmidt

& DeShon, 2007). Assuming that the goal of protecting group

identity is an important goal for group members, the ISE

should lead to counterarguing even at the cost of completing

individual work.

A second implication of viewing the ISE as motivated is that

attaining the goal of protecting the group identity by other

means should reduce counterarguing (cf. Kruglanski et al.,

2015; Kruglanski & Kopetz, 2009). An effective means to pro-

tect group identity is extolling group virtues in an unrelated but

important domain (group affirmation; Sherman et al., 2007; cf.

Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Steele, 1988). Since people are gen-

erally quite frugal with their limited goal-striving resources

(Carver & Scheier, 1990; Muraven, 2012), affirmed group

members should allocate their resources to other goals such

as their work.

The Present Research

We tested the prediction that out-group criticism leads group

members to spend their limited time counterarguing, thereby

reducing their performance on an unrelated task. In Experi-

ment 1, we sought to establish this effect. We then made

counterarguing costlier by making the secondary task intrin-

sically rewarding (Experiment 2) or incentivizing the task

(Experiment 3). Moreover, Experiment 2 extended our

findings to another ISE manipulation in another intergroup

context. In Experiments 4 and 5, we tested whether the

observed behavioral ISE was motivated by defensiveness.

To this end, we manipulated whether group members had the

opportunity to attain their goal by an alternative means,

group affirmation.

Experiment 1: Do Group Members
Counterargue Instead of Getting

Their Work Done?

Method

Participants and Design

One hundred-eighteen University of Wyoming (UW) students

(81 female, Mage¼ 19.5) participated for course credit. Sample

size provided sufficient power (1 � b > .80) to detect a small-

to-medium effect. Participants were randomly assigned to an

in-group or an out-group comment source condition.

Comment

The comment criticized a lack of culture and diversity among

Wyoming students (Online Supplementary Material 1). Wyom-

ing is sparsely populated, has no large cities, and is ethnically

homogeneous (U.S. Census, 2016). The comment thus may

constitute a fair criticism. All participants received this mes-

sage, which was attributed either to a UW student (in-group

source) or to a student from Colorado State University (CSU;

out-group source), a geographically proximal rival school.

Procedure

Participants received written instructions that the study exam-

ined UW and CSU students’ knowledge and skills. Participants

would work on a trivia task, read past participants’ comments,

and then write about their own opinions. In a second task, their

goal would then be to solve as many anagrams as possible. Cri-

tically, we introduced a time limit, so that participants had to

decide between responding to the comment and completing the

anagram task. According to our earlier reasoning, prioritizing

their responses would indicate a motivated behavior.

Participants then read the comment that was attributed

either to the in-group source or to the out-group source. After

reading the comment, participants could write about whether

the comment was accurate. Instructions indicated they could

write as much as they wanted and use the remaining time for

the anagram task. The screen displayed a clock counting down

from 5 min.

After composing this response, participants received further

instructions and worked on 20 anagrams. Participants had to

enter the correct solution to advance to the next item. The com-

puter recorded the time spent on each item and terminated the

tasks after 5 min. Participants provided demographic informa-

tion and were debriefed.
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Results

A coder blind to condition and the hypotheses scored all

responses on four dimensions and a second coder scored 75%
of the responses to provide intercoder reliability (Table 1;

Online Supplementary Material 2). Coder 1 scores were ana-

lyzed (Table 2).

Participants in both conditions equally disagreed with the

comment, praised the in-group, and criticized the out-group.

Consistent with the ISE, responses were more likely to criticize

the commenter in the out-group than in the in-group source

condition. As predicted, participants in the out-group source

condition spent more time responding, less time working, and

correctly solved fewer anagrams than participants in the in-

group source condition.

Experiment 2: Does the Behavioral
ISE Generalize?

Despite the support for our hypotheses, Experiment 1 used

the specific intergroup context of two rival schools. We there-

fore sought to extend our findings to two larger groups

(i.e., European students vs. U.S. American students). More-

over, there were no actual benefits or costs tied to anagram

performance in Experiment 1. Although participants generally

seemed motivated to perform well, they might simply be less

interested in solving anagrams than responding to comments.

We therefore used an intrinsically rewarding task (i.e., watch-

ing a funny video). Lastly, we assume that the observed

behavioral effects reflect the classic ISE. To test this assump-

tion directly, we included classic ISE self-report measures

(adapted from Hornsey & Imani, 2004).

Method

Participants and Design

We set the minimum sample size to equal Experiment 1 and

recruited 163 University of Konstanz students (Mage ¼ 21.33,

124 female) for course credit or €3. Eight participants failed the

comment source manipulation check and two participants

experienced computer failure, leaving N ¼ 153. Participants

were randomly assigned to an in-group or an out-group com-

ment source condition.

Procedure

Procedures were the same as in Experiment 1 with the follow-

ing exceptions.

First, we developed a cover task and a critical comment

about Europeans with a University of Konstanz student. Parti-

cipants answered trivia questions on the latest trends and

popular culture (Online Supplementary Material 3). Partici-

pants then received a critical comment describing Europeans

as old-fashioned and arrogant (Online Supplementary

Material 4), which was attributed either to a previous parti-

cipant from the United States (out-group condition) or

Europe (in-group condition).

Table 1. Intercoder Agreement and Reliability (Experiments 1–5) and Comment Examples (Experiment 1).

Coding Category Rating Scale

Experiment 1 Experiment 2 Experiment 3 Experiment 4 Experiment 5
Comment

Example (From
Experiment 1)

Agreement
(%) k

Agreement
(%) k

Agreement
(%) k

Agreement
(%) k

Agreement
(%) k

Agreement
with comment

1: Agree to
3: disagree

86 .74 77 .60 85 .75 67 .51 84 .75 “I agree with this
statement. It is
discouraging”

Praised in-group
as open
minded

1: Yes
0: No

70 .41 79 .58 77 .48 71 .37 74 .44 “The University
is a diverse
school and the
majority are
open minded”

Derogated out-
groups
outside of
Wyoming

1: Yes
0: No

89 .44 89 .62 96 .68 90 .49 96 .43 “I have met my
fair share of
students from
Colorado who
are less
cultured than
students from
Wyoming”

Criticized
commenter

1: Yes
0: No

95 .81 84 .69 88 .62 87 .51 89 .35 “I think that
whoever made
that comment
is the one who
is close
minded”
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Next, participants indicated where the commenter was

from (as a manipulation check) and completed an 8-item

message threat scale (e.g., “To what extent do you think this

comment is threatening?” 1¼ not at all to 7¼ very much) and

a 3-item message motive scale (e.g., “To what extent do

you think the comment was constructive?” 1 ¼ not at all to

7 ¼ very much).

Lastly, participants read about the video rating task before

writing their response to the comment. Specifically, partici-

pants’ goal was to watch and rate a funny video for a pretest.

After completing their comment, participants spent the remain-

ing time watching an Asterix cartoon clip, which is popular in

Germany. Participants then rated how funny they found the

video and how much they liked it (1 ¼ not at all to 10 ¼ a lot).

Although watching the video was fun, it also constitutes work

because participants were allegedly helping us pretest materi-

als. Participants had 6 min in total for both tasks.

Results and Discussion

Responses (Table 3) were scored (Table 1) and analyzed

(Table 4) as in Experiment 1. Participants across both condi-

tions were equally likely to praise the in-group. Participants

in the out-group source condition agreed with the comment less

and were more likely to criticize the out-group than participants

in the in-group source condition. As in Experiment 1, partici-

pants were more likely to criticize the out-group commenter

than the in-group commenter. Moreover, participants in the

out-group source condition spent more time responding to the

comment and marginally less time watching the video than in

the in-group source condition. The behavioral ISE thus gener-

alizes across intergroup contexts. The observed effects were

somewhat weaker than in Experiment 1, potentially due to the

intrinsically motivating video task.

Message threat (a ¼ .81) and message motive (a ¼ .71) rat-

ings were combined into single indexes. Participants rated the

out-group comment as being more threatening and less con-

structive than the in-group comment. The observed behavioral

consequences thus reflect the ISE.

Exploratory Analyses: Moderation by Video Ratings

To assess whether the weaker behavioral ISE was due to the

intrinsically rewarding secondary task, we probed comment

source effects on anagram performance at different levels of

video ratings (a ¼ .91), using Johnson–Neyman tests in the

PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Video ratings did not differ

between conditions. The source effect was significant at mod-

erate to low video ratings (below 5.92, ps < .05) and nonsigni-

ficant for higher ratings (5.92–6.40, ps > .05, above 6.40, ps >

.15). Participants who found the video less funny spent more

time responding to the out-group but not the in-group com-

ment,1 indicating that the attractive secondary task indeed

reduced the behavioral ISE.

Experiment 3: Does the Behavioral
ISE Reflect Goal Prioritization?

We next introduced a different consequence to participants,

namely, a potential financial reward for anagram task perfor-

mance. We further assessed how important performing well

(i.e., goal commitment) and defending their group (i.e., group

identification) was to participants. Theory (Hogg, 2016) would

suggest that highly identified participants care the most about

Table 2. Means of Dependent Measures by Group Condition and Inferential Tests (Experiment 1).

In-Group Out-Group t(116) p d 95% CI of d

Time spent writing response (s) 89.65 (52.19) 128.58 (69.15) 3.46 .001 .64 [0.27, 1.01]
Time spent on anagram task (s) 203.91 (52.11) 164.80 (69.32) 3.47 <.001 .64 [0.27, 1.01]
Number of anagrams solved 5.17 (3.20) 3.71 (2.60) 2.72 .008 .50 [0.13, 0.87]
Anagrams solved per minute 1.69 (1.07) 2.23 (4.13) 0.80 .425 �.15 [�0.51, 0.21]
Agreement with comment 1.48 (0.60) 1.57 (0.73) 0.69 .494 �.13 [�0.49, 0.23]
Praised in-group 0.57 (0.50) 0.59 (0.50) 0.21 .832 .04 [�0.32, 0.40]
Derogated out-groups 0.10 (0.30) 0.19 (0.40) 1.39 .168 .26 [�0.11, 0.62]
Criticized commenter 0.03 (0.18) 0.21 (0.41) 3.00 .003 .55 [0.18, 0.92]
n 60 58

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Greater d values indicate a greater intergroup sensitivity effect. CI ¼ confidence interval.

Table 3. Comment Examples (Experiment 2, Translated).

Coding Category Comment Example

Agreement with comment “The comment was appropriate”
Praised in-group as open minded “In my opinion, European culture is not at all arrogant and narrow minded”
Derogated out-groups outside of Europe “As it is, I see far greater problems in America than in Europe”
Criticized commenter “This obviously sounds like an American who has absolutely no clue what she is talking about”
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the group and should be most likely to prioritize defending their

group over performing well, even at a potential financial cost.

Method

Participants and Design

We set minimum sample size to equal Experiment 1 and

recruited 129 UW students (Mage¼ 20.5) for course credit and

potential lottery participation. The computer failed to record

data from five participants and one participant refused to par-

ticipate in the lottery, leaving N ¼ 123. Participants were ran-

domly assigned to an in-group or an out-group comment

source condition.

Procedure

Procedures were the same as in Experiment 1 with the lottery

description at the beginning. Participants were told they would

receive one lottery ticket for each solved anagram to enter the

drawing of a US$30 Amazon gift card. After the anagram task,

participants completed a 4-item group identification measure

(e.g., “Being a UW student is an important reflection of who

I am.” 1 ¼ strongly disagree to 7 ¼ strongly agree) and a 4-

item measure to assess task commitment (e.g., “How commit-

ted were you to performing well on the anagram task?” 1¼ not

at all to 7 ¼ very much; adapted from Klein, Cooper, Molloy,

& Swanson, 2014). The lottery winner was drawn and con-

tacted at the study conclusion.

Results and Discussion

Scores by two coders were averaged (Table 1) and analyzed

(Table 5). As in Experiment 1, participants across conditions

equally disagreed with the comment, praised the in-group, and

criticized the out-group. Consistent with the ISE, participants

were more likely to criticize the out-group commenter than the

in-group commenter.

Comment source did not affect response time or time spent

on the anagram task. Individuals in the out-group source con-

dition solved marginally fewer anagrams than individuals in

the in-group source condition. The introduction of the lottery

thus further weakened the behavioral ISE, although the effects

were within the 95% confidence intervals (CIs) observed in

Experiment 1.

Exploratory Analyses: Moderation by Identification
and Goal Commitment

We next averaged the identification (a¼ .81) and commitment

items (a¼ .90) and probed comment source effects on anagram

performance at different levels of identification and commit-

ment. The source effect was not significant at low levels but

marginal or significant at moderate to high levels of either

Table 4. Means of Dependent Measures by Group Condition (Experiment 2).

Measure In-Group Out-Group t(151) p d 95% CI

Message threat rating 3.63 (0.96) 4.19 (0.96) 3.463 <.001 0.56 [0.24, 0.88]
Message motive rating 3.87 (1.08) 2.46 (0.96) 8.521 <.001 1.38 [1.02, 1.73]
Time spent writing response (s) 116.04 (68.74) 137.72 (66.53) 1.982 .049 0.32 [0.00, 0.64]
Time spent watching the video (s) 236.63 (68.69) 216.02 (65.69) 1.896 .060 0.31 [�0.01, 0.62]
Mean video ratings 5.97 (2.44) 5.90 (2.38) 0.174 .862 0.03 [�0.29, 0.35]
Agreement with comment 1.60 (0.71) 1.35 (0.51) 2.561 .011 0.41 [0.09, 0.73]
Praised in-group 0.49 (0.50) 0.45 (0.50) 0.417 .677 �0.07 [�0.38, 0.25]
Derogated out-groups 0.12 (0.32) 0.25 (0.44) 2.227 .027 0.36 [0.04, 0.68]
Criticized commenter 0.29 (0.46) 0.59 (0.50) 3.78 <.001 0.61 [0.29, 0.93]
n 78 75

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Greater d values indicate a greater intergroup sensitivity effect. CI ¼ confidence interval.

Table 5. Means of Dependent Measures by Group Condition (Experiment 3).

Measure In-Group Out-Group t(121) p d 95% CI of d

Time spent writing response (s) 114.61 (56.64) 123.28 (66.41) 0.78 .438 .14 [�.21, .49]
Time spent on anagram task (s) 178.69 (56.28) 170.45 (65.44) 0.75 .456 .14 [�.22, .46]
Number of anagrams solved 4.98 (3.12) 4.03 (2.82) 1.77 .079 .32 [�.04, .67]
Anagrams solved per minute 1.99 (1.62) 1.64 (1.27) 1.32 .191 .24 [�.12, .59]
Agreement with comment 1.62 (0.64) 1.47 (0.61) 1.38 .171 .25 [�.11, .60]
Praised in-group 0.61 (0.41) 0.69 (0.41) 1.07 .289 .19 [�.16, .55]
Derogated out-groups 0.06 (0.21) 0.06 (0.23) 0.18 .857 .03 [�.32, .39]
Criticized commenter 0.13 (0.30) 0.26 (0.39) 2.01 .047 .36 [.01, .72]
n 61 62

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Greater d values indicate a greater intergroup sensitivity effect. CI ¼ confidence interval.
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identification (above 4.25, ps < .07) or commitment (above

3.73, ps < .05).2 The behavioral ISE was thus stronger among

participants who were more motivated to defend the group and

wanted to perform well. This suggests that identity concerns

motivate defending the group and that this defense may even

hinder important goals. Parallel tests revealed no significant

effects of comment source on response time or on anagram

time for any level of identification or commitment.

Experiment 4: Does Defense Goal
Attainment Moderate the

Behavioral ISE Effect?

Experiment 3 demonstrated that the behavioral ISE is stronger

among highly identified group members who want to protect

the group. But we have not provided causal evidence that these

persistent behaviors serve the goal of protecting group identity.

If so, group members’ willingness to counterargue an out-

group comment could be reduced by protecting the group in

other ways such as extolling another important group value.

Such group affirmation (Sherman et al., 2007) would then

allow individuals to use their limited time to pursue other tasks

(cf. Adams, Tormala, & O’Brien, 2006). We therefore pre-

dicted that an opportunity to affirm the group reduces counter-

arguing out-group criticism.

Method

Participants and Design

Sample size was determined by a power analysis (1 � b ¼ .80)

for detecting the predicted interaction, assuming the effect

size observed in Experiment 1; 130 (88 female) UW students

(Mage ¼ 20.5) participated for course credit. The computer

failed to record data from two participants, leaving N ¼ 128.

Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (group: in-group

comment vs. out-group comment) � 2 (affirmation: yes vs.

no) between-participant design.

Group Affirmation

Participants were asked to rank 10 values (e.g., work ethic;

Online Supplementary Material 5) by importance to their group

(1 ¼ most important to 10 ¼ least important). Several of these

values reflect aspects of Zane Grey’s “Code of the West” and

the state’s “Cowboy Ethics.” In the affirmation conditions, par-

ticipants wrote why they considered their top-ranked value to

be important to UW students, thereby affirming their positive

group identity. In the no-affirmation condition, participants

wrote why their lowest ranked value might be important to stu-

dents at another university, giving three specific examples

(adapted from Sherman et al., 2007).

Procedure

The procedures were the same as in Experiment 1, with the

above-mentioned affirmation manipulation taking place

immediately after the initial cover story and before reading the

comment. Finally, participants completed the group identifica-

tion measure (Experiment 3).

Results and Discussion

The dependent measures were submitted to 2 (comment source:

in-group vs. out-group) � 2 (affirmation: yes vs. no) analyses

of variance (ANOVAs; Table 6). All omitted test results are

nonsignificant, Fs(1, 124) < 1.11, ps � .30.

Responses were scored as in Experiment 3 (Table 1). Parti-

cipants agreed with the comment less when made by an out-

group than an in-group member, F(1, 124) ¼ 4.43, p ¼ .042,

d ¼ .39. Replicating previous results, participants were more

likely to say something negative about the out-group commen-

ter than the in-group commenter, F(1, 124) ¼ 5.23, p ¼ .024,

d ¼ .41. However, there were no effects of affirmation condi-

tion. Thus, the ISE was not significantly reduced by affirmation.

The predicted Comment Source � Affirmation interaction

emerged on time spent composing a response, F(1, 124) ¼
5.30, p ¼ .023, d ¼ .41; the time spent on the anagrams,

F(1, 124) ¼ 4.95, p ¼ .028, d ¼ .40; and the number of solved

anagrams, F(1, 124) ¼ 4.14, p ¼ .044, d ¼ .37. Without affir-

mation, individuals receiving an out-group comment spent

marginally less time responding, spent marginally more time

on the anagrams, and performed nonsignificantly worse than

individuals receiving the comment from the in-group. With

affirmation, we observed no significant differences. In sum,

when individuals had attained their group identity goal via

affirming an important value, they no longer demonstrated the

behavioral ISE.

Exploratory Analyses With Identification

As in Experiment 3, we averaged the identification scores (a ¼
.79) and probed the Comment Source � Affirmation interac-

tion at different levels of identification. The observed interac-

tion was significant (ps < .05) for highly identified

participants (above 3.857 for response times; above 3.967, for

time spent on the anagram task; from 3.357 to 5.225, for ana-

gram performance). In the no-affirmation condition, the source

effect was stronger for higher levels of identification. Those

who cared more about their group and could not affirm their

group identity thus showed the strongest behavioral ISE.3

Experiment 5: Does the Affirmation
Manipulation Matter?

In Experiment 4, participants in the no-affirmation condition

wrote about values important to an unspecified out-group

member, instead of a “typical college student” (Sherman

et al., 2007; Study 1). Reference to an out-group could make

intergroup conflict salient, thereby increasing the ISE. Alterna-

tively, taking an out-group’s perspective can reduce the differ-

entiation between in-group and out-group (Galinsky &

Moskowitz, 2000), thereby diminishing the ISE. To rule out

Thürmer et al. 387



these potential alternative explanations, we conducted Experi-

ment 5 using Sherman, Kinias, Major, Kim, and Prenovost’s

(2007; Study 2) manipulation. We moreover used a different

out-group (University of Colorado at Boulder students) to

increase the generalizability of our findings.

Method

Participants and Design

We set minimum sample size to equal Experiment 4; 134 (82

female) UW students (Mage ¼ 19.43) participated for course

credit. Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (group: in-

group comment vs. out-group comment) � 2 (affirmation: yes

vs. no) between-participant design.

Procedure

The procedures were identical to Experiment 4, with two

exceptions: Participants in the no-affirmation condition also

ranked the values (Online Supplementary Material 6) and then

continued the experiment without writing an essay (Sherman

et al., 2007; Study 2). Moreover, we changed the out-group

source to a student form the University of Colorado at Boulder,

a proximal and highly prestigious school.

Results and Discussion

The dependent measures were submitted to 2 (comment source:

in-group vs. out-group) � 2 (affirmation: yes vs. no) ANOVAs

(Table 7). All omitted test results are nonsignificant, Fs(1, 130)

< 2.30, ps � .13.

Scored responses (Table 1; the computer failed to record one

participant response) replicated Experiment 4. Participants in

the out-group comment source conditions agreed less with the

comment, F(1, 129) ¼ 6.21, p ¼ .014, d ¼ .44, and were more

likely to criticize the commenter, F(1, 129) ¼ 6.44, p ¼ .012,

d ¼ .43, than participants in the in-group comment source

conditions. Again, this ISE was not significantly reduced by

affirmation. Comment source did not impact criticizing the

out-group or praising the in-group.

Unexpectedly, participants in the affirmation conditions

spent less time on the anagram task, F(1, 130) ¼ 4.04, p ¼
.046, d ¼ .35, and marginally more time responding to the

comment, F(1, 130) ¼ 3.60, p ¼ .060, d ¼ .33. Writing the

affirmation essay may have facilitated writing lengthy

responses to the comment.

The predicted Comment Source � Affirmation interactions

for the time spent responding to the comment, the time spent on

the anagrams, and the number of anagrams solved were all not

significant, all Fs(1, 130) < 1.89, p > .170, d < .24. Exploratory

analyses with identification (a ¼ .75) did not show any regions

of significance. Despite the failure to replicate the significant

interactions from Experiment 4, the descriptive results were

in the predicted direction: The observed effect sizes in the

no-affirmation condition were within the range observed in

Experiments 1–3 and 4 (no-affirmation condition). TheT
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no-affirmation instructions thus did not systematically alter the

behavioral ISE. In the affirmation condition, response time and

time on task effects were reversed, and the performance effect

was small.

We used the same sample size as in Experiment 4, which

proved insufficient to detect the smaller interaction effects in

Experiment 5. We thus conducted meta-analyses to probe the

expected main effects and interaction effects across studies.

Meta-Analysis

Observed effect sizes varied across experiments, and some

predicted effects were nonsignificant. We therefore con-

ducted meta-analyses across our five studies including only

the no-affirmation conditions in Experiments 4 and 5. We

used a fixed effects model with inverse variance weighting

(Lipsey & Wilson, 2001; Online Supplementary Material 7).

This approach assumes substantially similar studies and

places greater weight on effect sizes with smaller standard

errors. Criticism of the commenter, M ¼ .50, 95% CI [0.33,

0.68]; response time, M ¼ .36, 95% CI [0.19, 0.54]; time on

task, M¼ .36, 95% CI [0.19, 0.53]; and anagram performance,

M ¼ .38, 95% CI [0.17, 0.58], all reliably differed between

comment source conditions. The ISE therefore has robust

behavioral consequences.4

Interestingly, across all studies, participants in the out-group

source condition also reliably agreed less with the comment,

M ¼ .22, 95% CI [0.05, 0.40], and derogated the out-group

more, M ¼ .20, 95% CI [0.03, 0.37], than participants in the

in-group source condition. No effects of comment source on

anagrams solved per minute, M ¼ .04, 95% CI [�0.17,

0.24], or praising the in-group, M ¼ .01, 95% CI [�0.16,

0.18], emerged.

We moreover expected that group affirmation would

relieve group members from the need to counterargue out-

group criticism. Although both Experiment 4 and Experiment

5 show this expected pattern, only Experiment 4 produced sig-

nificant interactions. We therefore conducted meta-analyses

on the behavioral measures for Experiments 4 and 5 (Lipsey

& Wilson, 2001; Online Supplementary Material 8). As

expected, effect sizes for the comment source were homoge-

neous within affirmation conditions and within no-

affirmation conditions, all Qwithin(2) < 1.30, ps > .50, but

significantly heterogeneous between the affirmation and

no-affirmation conditions, all Qbetween(1) > 4.60, ps < .04.

In the no-affirmation conditions, the behavioral ISE was

reliable for response time, M ¼ .38, 95% CI [0.04, 0.73],

and time on task, M ¼ .39, 95% CI [0.04, 0.73], and mar-

ginal for performance, M ¼ .33, 95% CI [�0.01, 0.68]. In

the affirmation conditions, all these effects were non-

significant, Mresponse time ¼ �.25, 95% CI [�0.59, 0.10];

Mtime-on-task ¼ �.23, 95% CI [�0.58, 0.11]; and Mperformance ¼
�.20, 95% CI [�0.55, 0.14]. This indicates that group

affirmation moderates the behavioral ISE.T
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General Discussion

We argued that threatening out-group criticism motivates

group members to allocate their time and effort to protecting

their group identity, thereby undermining performance on other

tasks. In line with this motivated collective defensiveness per-

spective, out-group criticism consistently led participants to

spend more time counterarguing and to more strongly criticize

the commenter than the same criticism from an in-group mem-

ber. Additionally, participants showed more disagreement and

out-group derogation in response to the out-group comment

than the in-group comment, although these effects were small

and only reliable in Experiment 2 and the meta-analysis.

These behaviors were goal directed: Participants spent their

limited time on counterarguing instead of completing their

work (Experiments 1–4). Increasing the cost by making work

fun (Experiment 2) or tying performance to a potential mone-

tary incentive (Experiment 3) weakened this effect somewhat,

although it remained reliable in our meta-analysis. Once indi-

viduals had attained their goal of defending the group via group

affirmation, they did get their work done (Experiments 4, meta-

analysis), although this moderation effect was small and non-

significant in Experiment 5. The source effect on performance

was generally stronger among highly identified group members

who care most about defending their group.

Contributions and Implications

We demonstrate that the ISE leads to persistent goal pursuit

including expanding effort, investing limited time, and disen-

gaging after attainment. Since attitude–intention (Armitage &

Conner, 2001) and intention–action (Sheeran & Webb, 2016)

relations are generally modest, this is the crucial contribution

of our motivated collective defensiveness perspective.

We moreover identified boundary conditions of the beha-

vioral ISE. Effects were weaker among low identifiers and

when rewards were attached to the alternative task. Lastly, the

pattern of results was reversed when the goal of protecting

group identity had been attained through affirmation.

The behavioral ISE may have important practical implica-

tions. In particular, group performance may suffer when mem-

bers spend their limited resources responding to out-group

criticism. Additionally, criticism from out-group members

seems to be met with personal attacks that could lead to further

distrust and resentment. However, it is possible that including

group affirmations in the comment helps reduce defensive

reactions and increase persuasion. Testing these applications

of the behavioral ISE is more important than ever in a society

that is increasingly divided along partisan lines.

Generalizability and Limitations

The observed behavioral consequences were evident across

studies, but varied in strength, and all studies included student

samples. Future research should therefore use samples that are

even bigger and more representative (Thürmer & McCrea, in

press). As discussed above, these studies need to ensure high

group identification, either by using intergroup contexts with

a high personal relevance (such as abortion rights vs. restric-

tions advocates) or by using strong experimental manipulations

in a minimal group paradigm.

The stereotype threat literature (Schmader, Johns, & Forbes,

2008) further suggests that the threat of an out-group comment

may reduce cognitive resources such as working memory

capacity (e.g., Schmader & Johns, 2003; Study 3). This predic-

tion is consistent with our motivated defensiveness perspective:

Unfulfilled (defense) goals remain cognitively active (Rother-

mund, 2003; Zeigarnik, 1927) and may therefore impair cogni-

tive resources. This is evident in Experiment 3, where we

observed no comment source effect on time on task but reduced

performance in the out-group source condition. However, ana-

grams solved per minute neither differed in any experiment nor

across all studies in the meta-analysis (average effect M¼ .04),

as would be expected if cognitive resources were systemati-

cally diminished. Further research is needed to integrate our

motivated collective defensiveness account with the abundant

literature on stereotype threat and to test the effect of unful-

filled defensiveness goals on cognitive resources.

Lastly, participants showed the ISE in their written

responses despite group affirmation. In line with this finding,

bystanders show the ISE because intergroup criticism violates

social conventions (Sutton, Elder, & Douglas, 2006). However,

it is questionable whether people act on such general norm vio-

lations. The observed moderators, affirmation and group iden-

tification, suggest that defending group identity is the main

motivation for the behavioral ISE.

In conclusion, group members are motivated to defend their

group against the perceived threat of out-group criticism. This

is bad news for efforts to foster constructive dialogue between

groups. The good news is that briefly extolling an important

group value may go a long way toward increasing accepting

of criticism and the productive allocation of group resources.
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Notes

1. The moderator was measured after the dependent measures; watch-

ing the video, writing the response, or evaluating the message could

thus have potentially impacted the video evaluations. Regression

analyses did not support this alternative explanation, all

bs < |.25|, ps > 18.

2. Regression analyses showed that anagram performance did predict

commitment, b ¼ .29, p ¼ .001, but condition did not, b ¼ .04,

p ¼ .659. Neither performance nor condition predicted group iden-

tification, all bs < |.37|, ps > .700.

3. Regression analyses did not support reverse causation of the

moderator, bs < |.11|, ps > .300.

4. The effects held when only including Experiments 1–3 in the

meta-analyses.
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