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This dissertation investigated the role of moral judgment and moral emotions in 

the rejection of deviant groups. Research on stigma has focused on several 

mechanisms that contribute to the severity of the stigma; these include 

stereotypes (e.g., Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002), blame attributions (e.g., 

Weiner, 1996), and intergroup threat (e.g., Stephan & Stephan, 1996). Interestingly, 

these lines of research paid little attention to the role of morality. The aim of the 

current dissertation was to investigate the role of moral judgment and moral 

emotions in the context of these three factors.  

As outlined in the introduction, morality is used to criticize or praise other 

people’s actions. Moral values are often felt to be binding for all people (Shweder 

& Haidt, 1993), and people tend to respond with intolerance and condemnation to 

others that have different moral values (Sears & Henry, 2003; Skitka, Bauman, & 

Sargis, 2005). Moral judgments are strongly related to emotions, which could help 

explain their impact on social behaviour. Two clusters of moral emotions are 

relevant when predicting responses towards stigmatized groups: other-

condemning emotions such as contempt, and other-suffering emotions such as 

pity (e.g., Haidt, 2003). These emotions are strongly related to action tendencies 

that are associated with stigma. For instance, both clusters are related to 

potentially harmful intentions, exclusion, and reduced willingness to help 

members of stigmatized groups (Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2007; Rudolph, Roesch, 

Greitemeyer, & Weiner, 2004). Thus, I expected moral judgment to be an 

important predictor of social rejection of stigmatized groups. Moreover, moral 

emotions were expected to mediate this relation.  

 In the next section, I summarize and discuss the main findings of this 

dissertation. This is followed by a discussion of the role of moral judgment and 

moral emotions. I will end with practical implications of the findings and 

suggestions for future directions.  

 

Summary of Main Findings 

A first goal of this dissertation was to highlight the role of morality-related 

stereotypes in relation to social rejection of stigmatized groups. In Chapter 2, the 

impact of these stereotypes on social distance and prejudice was investigated in 
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the context of sociability and competence stereotypes. In two studies participants 

were asked to evaluate individuals infected with HIV and also to report their 

feelings towards this group. Results showed that perceived morality had a 

profound impact on prejudice and social distance. These findings clearly support 

the importance of morality in predicting biased reactions to stigmatized groups. 

An important addition to these findings was that in both studies moral emotions 

mediated the effects of perceived morality. Particularly contempt was important, 

because this feeling mediated the relation between morality and social distance.   

The predictive power of contempt in biased reactions towards stigmatized 

groups was further examined in Chapter 3. In this chapter I studied contempt in 

the context of attributions of blame and two other emotions: anger and pity. In 

three studies participants reported the extent to which they blamed obese people 

for their overweight and how much they felt anger, pity, and contempt towards 

this group. The findings of Study 3.1 showed that contempt mediated the impact 

of blame attributions on social distance and prejudice towards obese individuals, 

while anger and pity did not show this mediating role. In Study 3.2 a structural 

model provided further support for these findings in a more representative 

sample. Study 3.3 showed that contempt also affects intentions that more directly 

inflict harm on obese people, i.e., support for weight related discrimination 

policies.  

The first chapters thus supported the importance of morality when 

investigating social rejection of deviant groups. Chapter 4 focused on biases 

against Muslim immigrants, and investigated whether these biases could be 

explained by perceived threats and moral emotions. Participants were asked to 

report whether they believed Muslims threatened their values, and whether they 

held negative stereotypes of this group. Three types of bias were measured: 

prejudice, social distance, and support for discriminatory actions against Muslims. 

Findings showed that moral emotions mediated the relations between symbolic 

threat and stereotypes with prejudice and social distance. The effects on support 

discriminatory policies were partially mediated. This chapter also illuminated the 

specific role of each emotion; contempt was primarily related to social distance, 

while anger affected support for discriminatory policy measures. Pity also 
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affected social distance, and in line with the previous chapters all three emotions 

were related to prejudice.  

Chapter 5 focused on a high status group that transgressed moral values 

with their actions: bankers. The study presented in this chapter investigated the 

impact of perceived moral violations and more general stereotypes on prejudice 

and support for punitive regulation that would affect bankers. Results showed 

that the general public in the Netherlands generally holds negative views of 

bankers. Moreover, moral judgments predicted these negative attitudes. A 

structural model showed that perceived moral violations and morality 

stereotypes predicted prejudice and support for punitive regulation. These 

relations were mediated by other-condemning and other-suffering emotions.  

The first four empirical chapters of this dissertation relied on correlational 

designs to test the impact of moral judgment and emotions on social rejection of 

stigmatized individuals. The goal of Chapter 6 was to test the causal relations 

between moral judgment, emotions, and rejection of stigmatized groups. In two 

studies I experimentally manipulated morality of Romanian immigrants and 

tested the effect on moral emotions, prejudice, and willingness to expel this group 

from society. Competence of this group was also manipulated. Both studies 

showed that participants responded with more prejudice and more willingness to 

expel Romanian immigrants when this group was portrayed as immoral 

compared to when they were portrayed to be moral persons. The impact of 

morality was mediated by changes in other-condemning and other-suffering 

emotions. The impact of competence was only modest; competence affected 

prejudice and other-condemning emotions in Study 6.1, but did not have any 

other effects.  

All in all, these findings contribute to the existing literature on stereotype 

content (e.g., Fiske et al., 2002), and show that morality stereotypes have a strong 

impact on social distance (Chapter 2, 4, and 6), preference for exclusion (Chapter 4 

and 6), and punitive intentions (Chapter 5) towards real life groups. Chapter 2 

and 6 further suggest that perceived morality has a more profound impact on 

negative behavioural preferences affecting stigmatized groups than other 

stereotype dimensions. Another contribution to the stereotype literature concerns 
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the role of moral emotions. The present findings show that other-condemning 

emotions and other-suffering emotions have a profound impact on prejudice, 

social distance, and harmful intentions towards these groups.  

 The focus on moral emotions also helped to shed more light on the relation 

between blame attributions and rejection of stigmatized individuals. Chapter 4 

showed that contempt (in combination with disgust) helped to explain the link 

between blame attributions and social rejection. The findings suggest that the 

previously reported effects of anger (see for a review, Rudolph et al., 2004) might 

in some cases be due to the fact that it was the only other-condemning emotion 

that was assessed. Participants in those studies might have felt contempt and 

disgust towards various stigmatized groups, but were only provided with the 

opportunity to report anger.   

The chapters that focused on value threat and value violations also stressed 

the importance of moral emotions. Other research showed that people who 

challenge or violate our moral values can be threatening, which results in 

prejudice and condemnation (Crandall, 2004; Sears & Henry, 2003; Solomon, 

Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 1991). The present findings contribute to that research by 

showing that moral emotions help to explain those relations. More specifically, 

Chapter 4 showed that other-condemning and other-suffering emotions mediated 

the impact of symbolic threat on prejudice and support for discrimination. These 

moral emotions also mediated the impact of perceived moral violations on 

prejudice and support for punitive actions in Chapter 5. In sum, the inclusion of 

moral judgment and moral emotions provides a better understanding of the 

processes that lead to rejection of stigmatized groups.  

 

Moral Judgment and Emotions 

Moral judgment thus plays an important role in the present research. In 

Chapter 1 moral judgment was defined as an evaluation of actions, attitudes, and 

other characteristics of individuals or groups in moral terms. In Chapters 2 and 6, 

participants were asked to evaluate groups in terms of their honesty and sincerity; 

both are clear indications of a group’s moral character (Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 

2007). In Chapter 3 we did not directly assess moral judgments, but relied on 
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blame attributions; these are strongly related to the perceived morality of a 

specific group regarding their actions and their character (cf., Weiner, Osborne, & 

Rudolph, 2011). Symbolic threat, which was measured in Chapter 4, could also be 

considered a type of moral judgment, as it implies an evaluation of another 

group’s moral attitudes (i.e., values) and how they differ from our own moral 

convictions. Finally, Chapter 5 measured perceived moral violations, a very direct 

assessment of moral judgment evaluating other people’s actions with respect to 

shared moral values. Thus, although we relied on a variety of evaluations 

focussing on different aspects of a specific group, these evaluations were all 

related to moral concerns.  

 In the present studies, the effects of moral judgment were mediated by 

moral emotions, but the emotions had a different impact on the outcome variables. 

Contempt and disgust had an effect on prejudice and discriminatory intentions, 

and the impact of anger was more modest. Anger was not related to social 

distance when the other emotions were taken into account. This was in line with 

my predictions, because anger is primarily associated with the tendency to 

approach rather than to avoid a stimulus (e.g., Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994). 

However, the relation between anger and more active behavioural intentions was 

less clear; anger was associated with support for some harmful policies (Chapter 

4), but not with others (Chapter 3). This might be related to differences in target 

group. The target group in the studies reported in Chapter 3 (obese persons) 

might have been less harmful and less self-relevant to participants than other 

target groups in this dissertation, which may have caused anger to have a 

relatively small effect (cf., Hutcherson & Gross, 2011). The differential impact of 

the other-condemning emotions suggests that in some cases it might be useful to 

investigate the role of moral emotions separately.  

 This brings me to another issue. In the first three empirical chapters the 

other-condemning emotions were investigated as distinct emotions, whereas in 

the last chapters they were combined into a single measure. In the first three 

chapters I decided to differentiate between anger on the one hand, and contempt 

and disgust on the other hand because I expected stigmatized groups such as 

individuals with HIV and obese people to be particularly associated with 
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contempt and disgust, and to a lesser extent with anger. By distinguishing 

between these emotions I could show the unique impact of contempt and disgust. 

In the last two empirical chapters however, the three other-condemning emotions 

were expected to show similar and equally strong relations with moral 

evaluations as well as behavioural intentions. As mentioned in previous chapters, 

other-condemning emotions often jointly occur in real life situations as a response 

to moral transgressions (e.g., Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013). Because many 

people may believe that bankers and immigrants violate multiple moral values 

(e.g., benevolence, reciprocity), these groups were expected to evoke most, if not 

all, other-condemning emotions. Moreover, the outcome variables in those 

chapters included both punitive measures and increased social distance (e.g., 

expulsion), so we decided to combine the emotions into a single factor. 

 I expected opposite effects of other-suffering versus other-condemning 

emotions. Both can serve as a possible route from moral judgment to social 

rejection, depending on the valence of the judgment (cf., Weiner, 1996). For 

instance, a stigmatized group that is perceived as relatively moral is likely to 

evoke pity rather than contempt, which results in increased closeness and less 

harm doing. The findings presented in this dissertation provided mixed results 

regarding the effect of other-suffering emotions. For instance, pity was 

(negatively) related to social distance in Chapter 3 and 4, but unrelated to social 

distance in Chapter 2. This could be explained by the more elaborate, and 

possibly more reliable measures that were used in Chapters 3 and 4. Other-

suffering emotions also had a negative effect on support for harmful policies in 

Chapters 3 and 5, but did not reduce support for policies that implied the 

exclusion of out-groups in Chapters 4 and 6. Again, other-suffering emotions 

were expected to have a negative effect on all these outcome variables. Cuddy et 

al. (2007) suggested that pity is related to passive, but not active harm. Possibly, 

participants considered support for expulsion to be a more active form of harm 

than support for less extreme but still harmful policies. Finally, other-suffering 

emotions mediated the effect of moral judgment only in some cases (Chapters 4, 5, 

and 6), but not in others (Chapters 2 and 3). In sum, these findings indicate a 

relatively unstable role for other-suffering emotions in the relation between moral 
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judgment and social exclusion or prejudice. This is in contrast with the more 

pronounced role of other-condemning emotions. As discussed in Chapter 2, this 

difference is in line with work on negativity bias in emotions, suggesting that 

negative emotions are more extreme and tend to have stronger action tendencies 

than positive emotions (for a review, see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & 

Vohs, 2001).    

 

Deviant Groups 

  I investigated a limited number of target groups in this dissertation. Hence, 

it could be questioned whether the findings apply to other deviant groups as well. 

The answer depends on whether those groups can be seen as immoral or are 

associated with immoral actions. For instance, moral evaluations and moral 

emotions are not very likely to have an impact on stigma related to illnesses such 

as Alzheimer’s disease and schizophrenia. I expect the severity of stigma to be a 

function of whether it is associated with moral judgment. This conclusion is 

similar to the attribution approach to stigma (e.g., Weiner, 1995), and also helps to 

explain why some stigmatized groups are treated more harshly than others. Thus, 

the focus on moral judgment in research on biased reactions against deviant 

groups may help to provide more insight in the negative treatment of those 

groups.  

 Findings presented in Chapter 5 demonstrate that high status groups can 

also elicit strong moral emotions and retaliatory action. Although some argue that 

high status and power are likely to reduce the likelihood of becoming stigmatized 

(e.g., Major & O’Brien, 2005), that chapter indicates that once a high status group 

violates moral values its members are likely to be treated similarly to other 

stigmatized groups. The findings show that evaluations of bankers have been 

moved into the moral realm, and this had a profound impact on people’s 

reactions to that particular group. This process is reminiscent of what Rozin 

(1999) called moralization: a process of conversion of an entity from a preference 

into a value. Research on moralization shows that it can lead to increased disgust 

and condemnation of the entity in question. For instance, according to Rozin 

(1999; Rozin & Singh, 1999) smoking has become moralized, and research reveals 
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an increase in disgust responses to cigarettes and cigarette smokers. This process 

of moralization may help to understand the strong reactions to groups such as 

bankers.      

 

Practical Implications and Future Directions 

 At the beginning of this chapter I mentioned that previous research on 

stigmatized groups paid little attention to the role of morality. For instance, work 

based on the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002) showed that various 

social groups could be placed on two stereotype dimensions: competence and 

warmth. Future research should investigate evaluations of multiple social groups 

and ask participants to place them on a third dimension ranging from very 

immoral to very moral. By adding a moral dimension, more knowledge could be 

gained regarding social perception of a wide range of groups. This type of 

research could also help to further predict how people feel and act towards 

multiple groups within a society. At the same time, it could provide a direct test 

of different reactions towards group that are considered immoral and groups that 

are seen as relatively moral.  

In this dissertation I not only investigated prejudice and social distance, 

but also added several other measures such as support for a variety of policy 

measures that would have detrimental effects for the target groups. Those policies 

were all discriminatory in nature and included disproportionate taxes and 

premiums (Study 3.3), not allowing an ethnic group and it’s culture to become 

part of society (Study 4.1), punitive regulation of business (Study 5.1), and 

expulsion from society (Studies 6.1 and 6.2). Some of these measures have been 

seriously discussed in the media and some were even implemented, such as 

prohibition of niqabs, prosecution of bankers, limitation on bonuses, and family 

reunification of immigrants. By using real groups and a variety of dependent 

measures I attempted to design ecologically valid tests of the main predictions 

investigated in this dissertation. The findings might help to further predict 

people’s preference for the way stigmatized groups should be treated.  

 One of the consequences of social stigma is social isolation. The measures 

assessed in this dissertation are likely to further contribute to that predicament. 
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Social isolation and lack of social support are strongly related to well-being and 

physical health (Cacioppo et al., 2008; Cohen, 1988; Cohen & Wills, 1985). 

According to the literature, it is very difficult to change stigma (e.g., Brown, 

Macintyre, & Trujillo, 2003; Puhl & Heuer, 2009). One important reason may be 

that stigma are multi-faceted, so various aspects need to be changed in order to 

reduce stigmatization. The knowledge gained by this dissertation may provide 

additional ways to combat prejudice and discrimination of stigmatized groups. 

 One option could be to explicitly mention the various negative effects of 

social isolation as described in the previous paragraph. A second option could be 

to change people’s emotions towards deviant groups. As suggested in various 

chapters, the use of moral values could provide a possible solution. People might 

be reminded of the inappropriateness of other-condemning emotions such as 

contempt and how those feelings oppose widely held moral values such as equity 

and fairness. This might change their feelings, attitudes and behavioural 

intentions. Research on behavioural economics and distributive justice indicate 

that people are generally inequity averse; that is, they have a preference for 

fairness and a resistance to inequitable outcomes (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Skitka, 

2012). People’s awareness that their other-condemning emotions are also likely to 

contribute to inequity could cause them to inhibit or even change their feelings 

towards certain groups. It thus seems imperative to make the moral values of 

equity and fairness more prominent.  

In my view research should focus on testing the effectiveness of 

interventions that stress generally shared values of equity, fairness, and 

benevolence. If those studies provide positive results, campaigns could help to 

create more awareness of the fact that condemning certain groups and treating 

them unfairly violates moral norms. This could lead people to realize that their 

feelings and actions towards stigmatized groups differ from those of the majority.  

 

Conclusion 

The findings in this dissertation stress the importance of taking moral 

judgment and moral emotions into account when investigating and predicting 

social rejection of individuals who belong to a deviant group. Moral evaluations 
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of deviant groups have a strong impact on prejudice towards, and exclusion of 

members of those groups. These effects are often mediated by moral emotions. 

This dissertation helps to understand the processes that lead to social exclusion 

and rejection. Obviously, this will not directly help or comfort members of 

deviant groups, but I belief that the present findings help to create awareness of 

the powerful impact of moral judgment and its far-reaching consequences. 

Moreover, the present findings also provide suggestions for how to use moral 

beliefs and moral emotions to help change prejudice and discriminatory 

behaviour towards deviant groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


