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Chapter 1  
General Introduction 
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In June 2013, the Russian Duma passed a controversial law that prohibits gay 

propaganda for teenagers. This law places restrictions on any public expression of 

homosexuality and is generally seen as discriminating to gays and lesbians. 

Intolerance towards gays and lesbians in Russia has become more visible since the 

acceptance of the bill. Stories including aggression, torture, and even murder of 

young gay men reportedly “killed because they were gay” (Gutterman, 2013) 

shocked large parts of the world. Debates about homosexuality can be quite 

polarized, as we have seen in the context of legislation to allow gay marriage (e.g., 

France in 2013). This is just one example showing that people often respond with 

strong feelings to groups that are ‘different’. Other examples are immigrants with 

a different cultural background or political extremists.  

People thus sometimes respond with strong condemnation towards groups 

that are seen as deviant. Not surprisingly, these groups are also subject to 

prejudice, discrimination, and social exclusion; i.e., they are ‘stigmatized’. 

Research on stigma not only addresses the consequences of being stigmatized but 

also the possible mechanisms underlying these consequences. Mechanisms that 

are presumed to play a role are attributions of blame, negative stereotypes, and 

intergroup threat. In the following paragraphs I will provide some theoretical 

background concerning the role of these three factors.  

 

Stigma and Attributions of Blame 

A stigma can be defined as a mark, a negative attribute or social identity 

that is deviant and deeply discrediting, often resulting in exclusion or avoiding 

contact with the person who carries it (cf., Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Kurzban 

& Leary, 2001; Link & Phelan, 2001). In addition to the examples described above, 

stigmatized groups that are subject to exclusion and discrimination include drug 

users, obese people, anorexic, HIV/AIDS patients, mentally ill persons, and 

various ethnic and religious groups (see e.g., Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; Kurzban 

& Leary, 2001; Link & Phelan, 2001). Stigma can have a profound impact on 

psychological well-being and physical health. For instance, it can lead to isolation 

and shame, stress, depression, reduced satisfaction with life in general, and 

psychiatric disorders (e.g., Annis, Cash, & Hrabosky, 2004; Hatzenbuehler, Keyes, 
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& Hasin, 2009). Stigma has also been linked to academic underachievement, 

increased poverty, status loss, and reduced access to jobs, housing, and education 

(Major & O’Brien, 2005).  

The severity of a stigma depends strongly on whether stigmatized persons 

are held responsible for their own predicament.1 In general, people are likely to 

search for causes of negative events or outcomes in order to grasp the meaning of 

those outcomes and to master their environment (Weiner, 1985). This attribution 

process also applies to what happens to other individuals and social groups 

(Weiner, Perry, & Magnusson, 1988). People search for reasons that could justify 

the negative condition of a stigmatized individual or group, and often belief that 

people generally ‘get what they deserve’ (Lerner, 1980).  

 If the cause of an adverse condition is generally seen as controllable, 

people will attribute more personal responsibility. For instance, people tend to 

attribute more personal responsibility or blame to so-called mental-behavioural 

stigmas, such as drug abuse and obesity, as compared to stigmas with a physical 

origin, such as blindness and cancer (Dijker & Koomen, 2003; Weiner et al., 1988). 

Stigmatized persons who are held personally responsible for their physical and 

psychological state of health are likely to face more prejudice compared to victims 

of less controllable outcomes (Crandall, 1994). People who are held personally 

responsible for their predicament are also more avoided and receive less help (for 

reviews, see Menec & Perry, 1998; Rudolph, Roesch, Greitemeyer, & Weiner, 

2004).  

 

Negative Stereotypes 

A substantial amount of research focused on negative stereotypes in terms 

of their functions, formation, and descriptive abilities (e.g., Fiske, 1998; Macrae & 

Bodenhausen, 2000). In this dissertation I will focus on the content of stereotypes 

and their impact on judgment and behaviour. 

                                                        
1 Other factors might also be relevant. Research on illness stigma showed that seriousness 
of the illness and whether the illness was behaviourally caused were also related to social 
rejection (e.g., Crandall & Moriarty, 1995; Dijker & Koomen, 2003). However, the focus in 
this dissertation is on various types of stigma and these factors seem less relevant to most 
of them.  
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 Stereotypes can have many forms, but are usually ordered along two 

dimensions (Abele & Wojcizske, 2007; Judd, James-Hawkins, Yzerbyt, & Kashima, 

2005; Ybarra et al., 2008). Although sometimes labelled differently, these 

dimensions commonly refer to warmth and competence (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 

2002; Kervyn, Yzerbyt, & Judd, 2010). Although both warmth and competence 

dimensions underlie social perception, research suggests that warmth has a 

stronger impact on person and group perception than competence (Cuddy, Fiske, 

& Glick, 2008; Wojcizske, 2005; Ybarra, Chan, & Park, 2001). This may be the 

result of people’s need to anticipate other people’s intentions; i.e., it is better to 

know whether someone has beneficial or harmful intentions, rather than whether 

a person can act upon those intentions (Brambilla, Rusconi, Sacchi, & Cherubini, 

2011; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Because warmth comprises pro-social traits 

such as reliable, friendly, and honest, it informs us whether other people pose a 

threat or provide an opportunity in social interactions.  

 As mentioned before, stereotypes can result in negative reactions. For 

instance, there is ample research showing a relation between negative stereotypes 

and prejudice (for a review, see Dovidio & Gaertner, 1993; Fiske, 1998). Moreover, 

research that related the content of stereotypes to specific action tendencies 

showed that groups stereotyped to be lacking warmth and competence are likely 

to face harm, avoidance, and exclusion (e.g., Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2007).  

 

Intergroup Threat 

Prejudice and biases towards groups are also likely to be caused by the 

perception that these groups pose a threat the status quo (Cottrell & Neuberg, 

2005; McLaren, 2003; Stephan, Ybarra, & Bachman, 1999; Quillian, 1995). For 

instance, welfare recipients may be seen to threaten economic resources and 

reciprocity relations in society. As a result, they may be approached with 

aggressive behaviours in order to force changes in their situation. Out-groups can 

pose many different threats2 and Integrated Threat Theory (ITT) makes an 

important distinction between two types: realistic and symbolic threats (Stephan 
                                                        
2 Other threats include threats to the social identity (e.g., Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 
1999) or to the social order (Jost, Benanji, & Nosek, 2004; Sidenius & Pratto, 1993). These threats 
are beyond the scope of the present dissertation and are not further discussed.  
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& Stephan, 1993, 1996). Both threats can lead to prejudice, regardless of whether 

or not the threat is actually real. Realistic threats can be triggered by competition 

over scarce resources (e.g., jobs, houses, territory; cf., Sherif & Sherif, 1969), and 

generally refer to threats to the political or economic power, and/or physical 

safety of one’s own group. Symbolic threats refer to differences between groups 

in values, norms, beliefs, and customs. These differences can lead to the 

perception that important values are being threatened.  

ITT further proposes that negative stereotypes can pose a threat. As I 

mentioned earlier, negative stereotypes are likely to result in prejudice, exclusion, 

and harm. A possible explanation for those negative outcomes could be that 

negative stereotypes create negative expectations about the behaviour of out-

group members, for instance when they are stereotyped as cold or aggressive. 

Research generally supports the relation between symbolic threat, realistic threat, 

stereotypes and prejudice (for a review, see Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006). 

Obviously, not all out-groups pose these three threats. Which threat most likely 

causes prejudice depends on the intergroup context (Stephan & Stephan, 1996). 

Finally, there is some evidence that both realistic and symbolic threat can result in 

discriminatory action tendencies (e.g., Kinder & Sears, 1981; Struch & Schwartz, 

1989).   

Thus, prejudice and discrimination of deviant groups are related to blame 

attributions, negative stereotypes, and perceived threats. Interestingly, all three 

can be related to moral concerns. For instance, attributions of responsibility and 

blame are likely to be associated with perceived morality. A person who is held 

responsible for something that he or she could have avoided is likely to be seen as 

someone who is not living up to moral standards of society. This may result in the 

perception of that person as a moral failure (Weiner, Osborne, & Rudolph, 2011). 

Morality is also likely to play a role in the content of stereotypes. The warmth 

dimension that is used in research on stereotypes comprises two separate 

dimensions: sociability and morality (Brambilla, Rusconi, Sacchi, & Cherubini, 

2011; Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007). Sociability refers to traits such as friendly, 

warm, and likeable, whereas morality is related to traits such as honest, sincere, 

and trustworthy. There is some evidence that these two dimensions have a 



  13 

unique impact on social perception (e.g., Martijn, Spears, Van der Pligt, & Jakobs, 

1992). Finally, as mentioned before, one important type of perceived threat 

comprises threats to values and norms. This symbolic threat seems to particularly 

concern people’s moral values, because those values are generally considered to be 

important (Schwartz, 1992). 

Interestingly, moral values also played an important role in the examples I 

mentioned in the opening paragraphs. According to the Russian government, the 

main reason for the law prohibiting gay propaganda was that traditional values 

had to be restored. The Russian government is not alone in condemning 

homosexuality; other groups and individuals also see homosexuality as 

threatening and in conflict with their core values about human sexuality and 

‘purity’. Some refer to important elements of their religious beliefs. Similarly, 

some argue that immigrants groups pose a threat to cultural and moral values. 

Some politicians in European countries fuel this fear by warning that foreign 

cultures might take over the dominant culture and that traditional values and 

norms should be protected. 

 In my view moral values play an important role in how people deal with 

deviant individuals and groups. Perceived differences in moral values often seem 

to result in relatively extreme opinions about those who hold these different 

values. This brings us to the central theme of this dissertation; i.e., the role of 

moral judgment and moral emotions in how people respond to deviant groups.  

 

Moral Judgments and Emotions 

Morality is pervasive in human society and plays an important role in the 

daily lives of people. Morality tells us what is right or wrong, what we should or 

should not do. Moral values not only guide our own behaviour, they are often 

shared and also regulate the actions of other people within a group or society. 

People use moral values to justify or criticize the behaviours and attitudes of 

others, because those values are felt to be binding for all people (Shweder & Haidt, 

1993). Evaluations based on moral values are called ‘moral judgments’ (Haidt, 

2001), and are likely to have a strong impact on social behaviour.  
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To be more specific, moral judgment is defined as an evaluation of the 

actions, attitudes, or character of a person or group that is made with respect to 

moral values or virtues that are generally shared within a group (cf., Haidt, 2001). 

A construct related to moral judgment is what Skitka and colleagues termed 

‘moral conviction’, i.e., the subjective belief that something is universally right or 

wrong (Skitka & Mullen, 2002). Both constructs indicate whether particular 

actions or beliefs can be considered moral or immoral, and both motivate 

subsequent responses. People consider moral values and beliefs to be facts that 

are universally true (Haidt, 2007), and belief that they are heritable (Brandt & 

Whetherell, 2012).  

Obviously, groups can differ in what they consider morally right or wrong 

and also in what they consider a moral issue (e.g., Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993). 

For instance, there are vegetarians who consider consuming meat to be immoral 

and vegetarians who avoid eating meat because of health reasons. The first group 

will judge meat consumption in terms of their moral values, whereas the second 

group will consider it a matter of taste. As a consequence of this difference, moral 

vegetarians tend to respond with stronger condemnation to meat consumption 

(Rozin, Markwith, & Stoess, 1997).  

Because morality is important, people strongly condemn not only issues 

that oppose their moral values but also show strong responses to other 

individuals with different moral convictions. For instance, people tend to prefer 

more social and physical distance and often show more intolerance to others with 

different attitudes when they consider the attitudinal issue to be moral (Haidt, 

Rosenberg, & Hom, 2003; Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005; Wright, Cullum, & 

Schwab, 2008). A possible cause for this rejection may be that deviating moral 

values can be threatening (e.g., Stephan & Stephan, 1996); the very existence of 

other values or moral convictions could suggest that our own moral values might 

not be true. Indeed, challenges to one’s cultural worldview can be frightening, 

and may lead to ostracism and punishment (Solomon, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

1991). The importance of moral values is supported by research on value 

violations. Several studies suggest that if a specific group is perceived to be 

violating moral values, its members are likely to face condemnation and/or 
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various forms of prejudice (Crandall, 1994; Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993; Sears 

& Henry, 2003).  

Why would moral judgment cause such strong reactions? There are some 

important differences between moral judgment and non-moral evaluations. As 

already mentioned, people often consider their moral values to be universal 

truths, so when they are confronted with other values, their worldview could be 

challenged. The latter can be experienced as threatening and even frightening. 

Another characteristic of moral judgment may even better explain its impact on 

social conduct; moral judgment is strongly related to affect. 

Although there is a debate on whether moral judgement itself is a process 

predominated by reasoning or affective intuition (see e.g., Haidt, 2010; Narvaez, 

2010), there seems to be consensus regarding the relation with discrete emotions. 

There is a broad literature showing that moral judgment often results in strong 

emotions (Chapman, Kim, Susskind, & Anderson, 2009; Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & 

Haidt, 1999). These so-called ‘moral emotions’ (Haidt, 2003) are important, 

because they link moral evaluations to behavioural responses.  

Haidt (2003) presents a useful classification of moral emotions and relates 

them to different appraisals and actions tendencies. This first cluster of emotions 

is related to people’s own moral behaviour, i.e., ‘self-conscious emotions’ such as 

shame, embarrassment, and guilt. These can be differentiated from emotions that 

are elicited by other people: ‘other-condemning emotions’ and ‘other-suffering 

emotions’. The latter clusters play an important role in the present research. 

Other-condemning emotions are elicited when other people violate moral values 

with their actions or beliefs (see also, e.g., Hutcherson & Gross, 2011; Rozin et al., 

1999). This emotion cluster comprises anger, contempt, and disgust. These three 

emotions express a general disapproval of moral transgressions.  

Anger may also be the result of a more specific appraisal that individual 

freedoms or rights are violated, innocent people are harmed, or people are treated 

unjustly (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Kuppens, van Mechelen, Smits, & de Boeck, 

2003). This feeling results in offensive actions tendencies and is associated with 

intentions to harm, confront, or exclude the moral violator (e.g., Mackie, Devos, & 

Smith, 2000). Contempt is elicited when people are seen as morally inferior, 
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because they fail to live up to standards of society or to carry out their duties 

(Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002; Rozin et al., 1999). This emotion is felt for 

people who are looked down upon, unworthy of any attention (Esses, Veenvliet, 

Hodson, & Mihic, 2008). Contempt results in the need to avoid, neglect, or 

exclude the person or group eliciting that emotion (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; 

Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2007). Closely related to contempt is disgust, which is also 

considered an exclusion emotion and has been additionally related to the 

tendency to expel the source of the emotion (Hutcherson & Gross, 2011; Roseman, 

Wiest, & Swartz, 1994). Disgust has evolved from a distaste response into a more 

general reaction to ‘moral contaminants’ (Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley, 2000). Moral 

disgust serves as a guardian to persons or objects that threaten the purity and 

sanctity of body and soul. This feeling is likely to be elicited when others degrade 

themselves or other people by acting immorally.  

As mentioned before, both contempt and disgust result in the tendency to 

move away from the moral transgressor. If withdrawal is not possible however, 

these emotions can result in forcefully excluding, expelling, or pushing away the 

immoral object (Roseman et al., 1994). A similar but opposite pattern applies to 

anger; offensive action tendencies are the primary reactions associated with anger, 

but this emotion can also result in movement away from a transgressor (e.g., Nabi, 

2002). There is more empirical support for the overlap between the other-

condemning emotions. For instance, research shows that they often correlate 

strongly and are used interchangeably to describe the same feeling (Fiske et al., 

2002; Mackie et al., 2002), particularly in real life situations (Grappi, Romani, & 

Bagozzi, 2013; Maoz & McCauley, 2008).   

Another relevant emotion cluster is made up by other-suffering emotions 

such as pity, compassion, commiseration, and sympathy (Haidt, 2003). These 

emotions are elicited when other people are perceived to be suffering or being 

disadvantaged and are not held responsible for their situation (Goetz, Keltner, & 

Simon-Thomas, 2010). People that are seen as honest, friendly, and reliable also 

tend to evoke other-suffering emotions (Cuddy et al., 2007). Degrading other 

people as morally inferior, on the other hand, has been related to reduced feelings 

of pity (Cehajic, Brown, & Gonzalez, 2009). This suggests that other-suffering 
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emotions such as pity can be considered a positive counterpart of other-

condemning emotions such as contempt (cf., Weiner, 1995). Other-suffering 

emotions result in the tendency to approach and help the person in need, and 

reduce forms of aggression (e.g., Rudolph et al., 2004). These intentions are 

opposite to the action tendencies associated with other-condemning emotions. 

Other-suffering emotions are generally grouped together to describe the same 

feeling, although some of them also can relate to emotions such as sadness or 

disrespect (for a review, see Goetz et al., 2010).  

Moral judgment is thus strongly associated with moral emotions (see for a 

review, Avramova & Inbar, 2013). Several studies showed that emotions are more 

strongly and more directly related to behaviour than cognitions (Connors & Hely, 

2007; Mackie et al., 2000). In addition, emotions are likely to be more proximal 

predictors of prejudice than cognitions (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Ray, Mackie, 

Smith, & Terman, 2012). This suggests a mediating role of emotions between 

moral judgment and prejudice and between moral judgment and behaviour.  

There is evidence supporting the mediating role of emotions in Weiner’s 

(1993) work on attributions of blame. According to his attribution-emotion 

approach, two emotions are particularly relevant: anger and pity. Research 

showed that these emotions mediate the relation between blame attributions and 

behavioural intentions towards the stigmatized groups. Specifically, blaming 

people for their condition induces anger and reduces pity; this in turn is related to 

avoidance, harmful actions, and decreased willingness to help them (for a review 

see Rudolph, Roesch, Greitemeyer, & Weiner, 2004). Interestingly, emotions have 

been shown to play a similar role in the context of stereotypes. Cuddy et al. (2007) 

showed that emotions mediated the impact of perceived warmth and competence 

on behavioural preferences towards out-groups, such as exclusion or harm. There 

is also some evidence that emotions more strongly influence prejudice than 

stereotypes (Haddock et al., 1993; Stangor, Sullivan, & Ford, 1991). Finally, 

perceived threat is likely to evoke specific emotions. According to Cottrell and 

Neuberg (2005), emotions signal potential threats and at the same time help to 

protect people against those threats. Because emotions have action tendencies that 

cause readiness to respond to the environment (e.g., Frijda, Kuipers, & ter Schure, 
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1989), they stimulate people in functional ways to address the threat. Research 

supports this function of emotions and shows that social groups that are 

associated with different threats also elicit different emotions (Alexander, Brewer, 

& Hermann, 1999; Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005). Importantly, there is some evidence 

that emotions mediate the relation between perceived threat associated with a 

particular group and biased attitudes towards that group (Cottrell, Richards, & 

Lee Nichols, 2010). In addition to those findings, the present dissertation focuses 

on the role of multiple moral emotions and aims to show that the inclusion of 

those emotions helps to better predict biased reactions towards members of 

stigmatized groups.  

 

Biases Against Stigmatized Groups 

So far I described the concepts and processes that are central to the present 

dissertation, and can be seen as antecedents of how people behave towards 

deviant groups. What are the outcomes of the processes we described in the 

previous sections? There is a wide variety of biases against stigmatized groups; 

below I will briefly describe the outcome measures to be discussed in this 

dissertation.  

First, stigma is associated with overall negative evaluations or prejudice 

(Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Link & Phelan, 2001); not surprisingly, prejudice will be 

assessed in most studies incorporated in this dissertation. In the present 

dissertation, prejudice is measured as a general evaluation of social groups (i.e., 

positive-negative). Social distance is another form of bias that is strongly 

associated with stigma (Link & Phelan, 2001), and is often used as a proxy 

measure for behavioural discrimination in stigmatization research (e.g., Crandall, 

1991; Corrigan, Backs Edwards, Green, Lickey Diwan, & Penn, 2001). Social 

distance to a group is generally associated with reduced willingness to interact 

with members of that group, and is also included in the present research. In some 

of the studies I will look at other outcome variables. One of these is support for 

policies that would negatively affect a specific group (see also Cottrell et al., 2010). 

Some of these measures thus focus on behavioural intentions towards members of 

deviant groups.   
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Overview of the Current Dissertation 

Chapter 2 investigates the impact of morality stereotypes relative to 

sociability and competence stereotypes on prejudice and social distance towards 

individuals who are infected with HIV. In two studies I also investigate the role of 

moral emotions in the relation between perceived morality and social distance as 

well as prejudice towards this group.  

Chapter 3 focuses on attributions of blame and their impact on reactions 

towards stigmatized groups. Research on attributions of responsibility showed 

that blaming stigmatized groups for their predicament results in negative 

attitudes and behavioural intentions towards these groups, and that these 

relations are mediated by anger and pity (see for reviews, Menec & Perry, 1998; 

Rudolph et al., 2004; Weiner, 1995). Chapter 3 adds to that work by investigating 

the role of another moral emotion: contempt. I argue that this emotion is strongly 

related to blame and has a clear impact on prejudice and discrimination. Three 

studies focus on attitudes towards obese individuals, and investigate prejudice, 

social distance, and support for harmful policy measures affecting members of 

that particular group.  

 The first two empirical chapters thus aim to show that moral judgment and 

moral emotions have a strong impact on social rejection. As suggested before, this 

impact may in part be due to the threats posed by perceived immorality. Chapter 

4 investigates the role of threat. This chapter aims to show that symbolic threat 

and negative stereotypes are strong predictors of prejudice and discrimination of 

a minority immigrant group: Muslims living in the Netherlands. Again, the role 

of moral emotions in these relations will be examined. I propose a model in which 

stereotypes and symbolic threat influence social distance, prejudice, and support 

for discriminatory policies against Muslims. Again, I will also look at the role of 

moral emotions.  

 The groups that are investigated in the first three empirical chapters are 

generally considered low status minority groups. However, high status groups 

are sometimes also perceived to be violating important values, which places the 

evaluation of them into the moral realm (cf., Stein & Nemeroff, 1995). Chapter 5 

investigates public attitudes to such a high status group: bankers. Obviously, 
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public opinion regarding this group has become very negative since the financial 

crisis has started in 2007 (e.g., Piquero, Gertz, & Bratton, 2011). I will argue that 

people generally belief that bankers have violated moral values such as 

benevolence. The role of negative stereotypes that are associated with bankers is 

also assessed. Chapter 5 tests a model in which moral violations and negative 

stereotypes predict prejudice and support for punitive regulation indirectly 

through moral emotions. 

 Chapters 2 to 5 rely on correlational designs to support the importance of 

moral judgment in rejecting stigmatized groups. In order to provide a causal test 

of the impact of moral evaluations I present two experimental studies in Chapter 

6. In those studies I will investigate the impact of morality and competence on 

prejudice and willingness to expel Romanian immigrant workers in the 

Netherlands from society. Again, I will not only focus on moral judgment, but 

also on moral emotions. Hence, I will also investigate the impact of morality and 

competence on other-condemning and other-suffering emotions.   

Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes and discusses the main findings of the 

empirical chapters. This chapter also includes practical implications of the 

findings, and suggestions for future directions.  

 


