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Accusations of unjust harm doing by the ingroup threaten the group’s moral identity. One strategy for
restoring ingroup moral identity after such a threat is competitive victimhood: claiming the ingroup has
suffered compared with the harmed outgroup. Men accused of harming women were more likely to claim
that men are discriminated against compared with women (Study 1), and women showed the same effect
when accused of discriminating against men (Study 3). Undergraduates engaged in competitive victim-
hood with university staff after their group was accused of harming staff (Study 2). Study 4 showed that
the effect of accusations on competitive victimhood among high-status group members is mediated by
perceived stigma reversal: the expectation that one should feel guilty for being in a high-status group.
Exposure to a competitive victimhood claim on behalf of one’s ingroup reduced stigma reversal and
collective guilt after an accusation of ingroup harm doing (Study 5).
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They began by reciting past injuries . . . as if competing to see who
had suffered more.

—Vamik Volkan (1997, p. 32)

In 1993, a White male college student participating in a focus
group on issues of racism said of racial minorities, “But it’s not
like they’re discriminated anymore, it’s like the majority is now
the minority because we [Whites] are the ones being discriminated
against” (Gallagher, 2003, p. 309). Although victim status would
superficially appear to be undesirable, and White males do not
objectively suffer as much discrimination in the United States as
women or racial minorities (Roscigno, 2007), such claims to
relative victim status from members of high-status groups (such as
White men) have become increasingly common in the public
sphere (e.g., Lynch, 1989). Of course, such claims are not made
exclusively by high-status groups; some authors have argued that
the United States has in recent years become a nation of victims,
with members of all groups seeking the title of victimhood (see
Cole, 2007). Why would groups compete with each other for the
right to claim victimhood?

One answer to this question comes from social identity theory
and an analysis of modern conceptions of morality. Individuals are

motivated to maintain a positive moral evaluation of their social
group. The possibility that one’s group has perpetrated illegitimate
harm can pose a threat to the ingroup’s moral identity
(Branscombe, 1998; Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje,
1999). We argue that when confronted with accusations of ingroup
harm doing—such as claims of discrimination against another
group—individuals will defensively attempt to bolster the in-
group’s moral status in order to defuse the threat.

In the modern era, one way of obtaining greater moral creden-
tials for the ingroup is through claims to relative victim status. As
in Volkan’s (1997) discussion of negotiations between Arab and
Israeli leaders (from which the opening quote derives), claims of
comparative victimhood suggest that one’s group deserves retri-
bution and can even serve to legitimate actions (such as the use of
military force) that might otherwise seem unjustified. We hypoth-
esize, therefore, that the threat posed by an accusation of ingroup
harm doing can be compensated for through competitive victim-
hood: claiming that one’s ingroup also has victim status relative to
the harmed outgroup. The present research examines this hypoth-
esis from the perspective of social identity theory.

Ingroup Moral Status as a Target for Social
Identity Threat

According to social identity theory, individuals define them-
selves largely in terms of the social groups with which they
identify, and they are motivated to maintain a positive conception
of these groups (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Morality is perhaps
the most important dimension on which individuals evaluate their
ingroup or ingroups. Supporting this idea, Leach, Ellemers, and
Barreto (2007) obtained evidence that a group’s perceived moral
status is more important for identification processes (e.g., taking
pride in group membership) than a group’s competence or socia-
bility. In addition, studies show that people are more motivated to
improve the status of their group when they perceive higher status
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as reflective of higher moral standing as opposed to higher com-
petence (Ellemers, Pagliaro, Barreto, & Leach, 2008).

Given that individuals are motivated to see the groups to which
they belong as moral, it is psychologically threatening when the
moral standing of one’s group (relative to other groups) is called
into question (Branscombe et al., 1999; Leach et al., 2007). Prior
work has shown that people are motivated to reduce or defend
against such threats. For example, a growing body of research
(e.g., Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; Wohl,
Branscombe, & Klar, 2006) suggests that experiencing collective
guilt in connection with illegitimate, harmful actions taken by the
ingroup motivates individuals to either legitimize the harm or take
reparative action to compensate the outgroup. We propose that
competitive victimhood is an understudied but increasingly com-
mon response to accusations of ingroup harm doing.

Claims to Victimhood as Competition for
Moral Credentials

Given its implications of relative disadvantage, weakness, and
low status, group victim status might appear—at least at first
glance—to be undesirable. Historically, victim status has had
primarily negative connotations (Fassin & Rechtman, 2009). Nev-
ertheless, in the current cultural climate, status as an undeserving
victim of illegitimate harm might be somewhat desirable insofar as
it confers moral credentials (Strassel, 2001).

If a group or individual has suffered victimization, in our current
society this often implies that this party has a right to expect
reparations, either symbolic or material (Moscovici & Pérez,
2009). Furthermore, victim status appears to afford a certain
amount of moral license (Sommer & Baumeister, 1998). Indeed,
perceiving the self as victimized decreases the likelihood of per-
forming subsequent possible moral actions, an outcome mediated
by feelings of entitlement resulting from victim status (Zitek,
Jordan, Monin, & Leach, 2010). At the group level, perceptions of
collective victimization are positively correlated with feelings of
ingroup moral entitlement (Bar-Tal, Chernyak-Hai, Schori, &
Gundar, 2009). Victim status can actually give groups moral
license to commit acts that would normally be condemned. Wohl
and Branscombe (2008) found that, for U.S. participants, remind-
ers of ingroup victimization—whether historical (the 1941 Pearl
Harbor attack) or recent (the 9/11 terrorist attacks)—reduced feel-
ings of collective guilt over current U.S. military actions in Iraq.
Similarly, reminders of past and current ingroup victimization
increased endorsement of collective forgiveness for harmful acts
committed by the ingroup (Wohl & Branscombe, 2009).

In the modern cultural sphere, belonging to a group that perpe-
trates negative acts against a victim group can induce a distressing
moral identity threat, whereas belonging to a victimized group may
induce a sense of high moral status. In partial support of this idea,
Branscombe (1998) found that reminding men of unfair advan-
tages they possessed relative to women decreased their sense of
ingroup well-being, whereas reminding men of ingroup victimiza-
tion boosted their self-esteem.

Because of the moral credentials that can be implied by victim-
hood, social groups of both objectively high and low status some-
times compete for acknowledgment of greater relative victim sta-
tus, a phenomenon that Noor, Brown, and Prentice (2008) referred
to as competitive victimhood. Because morality is a relatively

ambiguous dimension (Nucci, 1996) that is subject to considerable
influence from social comparison processes (Monin, 2007), people
sometimes seek to resolve apparent discrepancies between the
moral standing of the ingroup and that of an outgroup through
claims to relative victimhood. For example, some Catholics and
Protestants compete in Northern Ireland to present the definitive
version of local history, through art, political addresses, and other
media, in such a way that their group emerges as the true victim in
a saga of mutual violence (Noor et al., 2008). Similarly, the
ongoing debate regarding comparative moral justification for the
use of military force among Israelis and Palestinians largely boils
down to an argument over which group has greater claim to victim
status (Nadler & Shnabel, 2008).

The existing theoretical and correlational work on competitive
victimhood suggests that it primarily occurs as a response to the
moral social identity threat implied by accusations that one’s group
has committed illegitimate harm against an outgroup. Such accu-
sations create an apparent moral gap between the ingroup and the
outgroup, whereby the accused ingroup appears morally inferior in
comparison with the victimized outgroup. By claiming that the
ingroup also suffers victimization relative to the outgroup, this gap
can be psychologically reduced.

Interestingly, this conception of competitive victimhood as pro-
viding moral credentials for the ingroup suggests that members of
both objectively high- and low-status groups will engage in this
strategy when their group’s moral identity is at stake. Some soci-
ological work (Todorov, 2003) suggests that members of minority
groups will occasionally engage in competitive victimhood with
other minorities. Furthermore, we would expect low-status group
members to respond to accusations of harm doing against higher
status groups with competitive victimhood because of the former’s
relatively more frequent experiences with actual victimization.
From our perspective, however, high-status group members may
have the greatest motivation to strategically engage in competitive
victimhood. Although conceptions of the ingroup as collectively
victimized are not typical for members of such groups, they may
be particularly motivated to make competitive victimhood claims
when they encounter information suggesting that they should feel
responsible for the relative deprivation of lower status groups in
society.

Because of the counterintuitive nature of the idea that members
of high-status groups might sometimes make claims to relative
victim status, in the present research we were especially interested
in exploring the use of this defensive strategy among high-status
group members. Understanding why not only low-status but also
high-status groups engage in competitive victimhood (in spite of
the obvious reality constraints on such claims for high-status group
members) requires further consideration of how ideas about vic-
timhood have changed over time in Western culture.

Stigma Reversal and Modern Understandings
of Victimhood

Friedrich Nietzsche (1887/1967) addressed the phenomenon of
ascribing higher moral status to victimized groups, concluding that
it is the end result of a somewhat recent historical trend. Nietzsche
argued that, while concepts of good and moral were once associ-
ated with power and might, with the rise of Judeo-Christian reli-
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gious thinking, humility, suffering, and martyrdom became more
closely associated with the possession of high moral status.

Moscovici and Pérez (2009) similarly contended that the emer-
gence of modern liberalism and the concept of crimes against
humanity over the past 300 years have led to a reversal of moral
judgments of the powerful and powerless in society. These authors
observed that, although minority groups were once commonly
labeled deviant and morally inferior, many minority groups now
reject such labels to embrace new identities as morally entitled
victims. For example, lower status groups as diverse as African
Americans and Hindu Dalits (untouchables) have, in recent his-
tory, reinterpreted traditional theological narratives to equate their
lower social status with higher moral standing (Mahalingam,
2007). At the same time, dominant groups once seen as normative
are now often considered guilt-worthy and immoral by virtue of
their privileged status (see also Williams, 1993).

Sociologist Lewis Killian (1985) proposed that this process of
redefining the mainstream cultural understanding of group moral-
ity—whereby high-status groups begin to appear morally culpable,
and historically victimized groups seem to gain the moral high
ground—can generate what he terms stigma reversal. Stigma
reversal refers to the idea that when previously stigmatized (low-
status) groups are culturally exonerated, members of the high-
status group responsible for their oppression may themselves be
(or feel) stigmatized because of their association with a group now
seen as culpable. Among high-status group members, stigma re-
versal is experienced as the perception that others believe one
should feel a sense of guilt (for wrongs done to low-status groups)
simply by virtue of one’s group membership. Because this expec-
tation implies illegitimate harm doing by the ingroup, it is a
potential moral social identity threat.

Killian (1985) noted that one outcome of feelings of stigma
reversal is that high-status group members may begin to respond to
accusations of their group with competitive victimhood. Public
claims to relative victim status from high-status group members
are indeed increasingly common, as in instances where White
males claim to be the last true victims in a society that (at least
partially) supports reparative policies like affirmative action and
diversity quotas (D’Souza, 1991; Gates, 1993; Lynch, 1989).

What this indicates is that the historical process whereby vic-
timhood was reevaluated as morally positive also instilled in
high-status group members the potential to perceive stigma rever-
sal. In turn, because claims to relative victim status can now
provide moral exoneration, high-status group members may re-
spond to the identity threat posed by perceived stigma reversal
with competitive victimhood.

The Present Research

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, we hypothesize that
people exposed to a portrayal of an outgroup as undeservedly
victimized by their ingroup will engage in more competitive vic-
timhood than those who are not exposed to such a portrayal.
Furthermore, because such portrayals imply a moral gap between
the ingroup and the outgroup that is comparative in nature, we
hypothesize that exposure to such portrayals will elicit uniquely
competitive victimhood claims in an attempt to reduce the moral
gap. In other words, we do not expect portrayals of an outgroup as
victimized by the ingroup to alter ratings of the overall level of

victimization experienced by either the ingroup or the outgroup in
a noncomparative context. We further hypothesize that the effect
of an accusation of ingroup harm doing on competitive victimhood
among high-status group members will be mediated by perceptions
of stigma reversal. Finally, because we assert that competitive
victimhood claims protect or restore the ingroup’s moral identity,
we hypothesize that exposure to a competitive victimhood claim
for the ingroup will reduce experientially negative reactions (such
as perceptions of stigma reversal and feelings of collective guilt)
that would otherwise occur when the ingroup is accused of ille-
gitimate harm doing.

In five studies, we examined the phenomenon of competitive
victimhood across four socially important contexts. In Study 1, we
confronted men (a high-status group) with a portrayal of women as
undeservedly victimized and then gave them the opportunity to
claim ingroup victim status relative to the outgroup. In Study 2, we
confronted university undergraduates with a portrayal of university
staff as undeservedly stigmatized by either undergraduates or
administrators. This allowed us to test whether competitive vic-
timhood claims are uniquely elevated in response to the moral
identity threat posed by accusations of ingroup harm doing and not
in response to any portrayal of an outgroup as illegitimately
suffering. The theoretical perspective presented earlier suggests
that low-status groups will also engage in competitive victimhood
under moral social identity threat. Therefore, in Study 3, we
manipulated whether or not women (a low-status group) were
presented with information suggesting that their group discrimi-
nates against men. We then assessed competitive victimhood as
well as perceptions that the ingroup (women) and the outgroup
(men) are victimized independent of comparison with the other
group. This allowed us to test our hypothesis that exposure to
accusations of ingroup harm doing will influence competitive
victimhood in ways that are distinct from possible effects on
noncomparative perceptions of the total victimization experienced
by the ingroup and the outgroup, respectively.

Our last two studies focused again on the use of competitive
victimhood by high-status group members and examined stigma
reversal—the perception that society at large holds one’s group
accountable for immoral harm doing—as both a mediator and an
outcome of competitive victimhood. In Study 4, we tested our
proposed process in the context of racial discrimination. We first
exposed White students to a portrayal of Black students as denied
equal admission to universities and then measured perceived
stigma reversal and competitive victimhood. In Study 5, we ma-
nipulated competitive victimhood by accusing young adults of
discriminating against older adults but varying whether they were
also exposed to a claim that young adults do or do not suffer
compared with older adults. We then assessed perceived stigma
reversal and feelings of collective guilt for the ingroup’s harm to
older adults. Throughout the studies, we took efforts to assess the
alternate possibility that competitive victimhood is driven by con-
cerns with the ingroup’s entitlement to material resources and
societal status, rather than concerns with the ingroup’s moral social
identity as we claim.

Study 1

To the present day, women suffer various forms of social
(Ellemers & Barreto, 2009) and economic (Gittell, 2009) discrim-

780 SULLIVAN, LANDAU, BRANSCOMBE, AND ROTHSCHILD



ination in the United States and around the world (United Nations,
2007), and they remain a lower status group compared with men
(e.g., Cudd, 2006). Nevertheless, perhaps as a paradoxical result of
growing awareness of the reality of gender inequality, some men—
despite their objectively higher status—have come to perceive
themselves as victims of gender-based discrimination stemming
from policies and attitudes intended to counteract discrimination
against women (Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1997).

From the present perspective, male perceptions of gender-based
discrimination may be partly due to competitive victimhood pro-
cesses. Specifically, we hypothesize that men engage in competi-
tive victimhood with women when their ingroup is accused of
doing harm to the outgroup. To test this hypothesis, we had male
participants read an article that portrayed the outgroup as either
nonvictimized (i.e., discrimination against women no longer oc-
curs), deservedly victimized (i.e., discrimination against women is
the result of women’s characteristics and choices), or victimized
by the ingroup (i.e., men are responsible for present discrimination
against women). Participants were then presented with an oppor-
tunity to claim relative victim status for their group in comparison
with the target outgroup.

We predicted that men confronted with information suggesting
that they are responsible for discrimination against women would
engage in greater competitive victimhood than men who were not
confronted with such information. We anticipated this effect de-
spite the fact that men comprise an objectively higher status group
than women and despite the superficially negative connotations of
victim status. On the basis of our theoretical claim that competitive
victimhood is a defensive response to accusations of illegitimate
ingroup harm doing, we did not expect competitive victimhood to
occur when victimization of women was framed as deserved and
self-caused or when women were described as nonvictimized.

Given that victim status is often seen as entitling the injured
party to certain material resources, such as financial reparations
(Cole, 2007), it was possible that our outgroup portrayal manipu-
lation could increase perceptions that victims are entitled to ma-
terial benefits, which might in turn lead participants to claim
relative victim status for the ingroup. Contrary to this proposition,
our analysis led us to expect competitive victimhood to occur as a
response to a moral threat and not as a function of perceived
material benefits. However, to assess this alternate possibility, we
included a measure of perceived victim entitlement to material
resources.

Method

Forty-nine male undergraduates at the University of Kansas
(KU) were randomly assigned to one of three conditions (portrayal
of outgroup: nonvictimized vs. self-victimized [deserved victim-
hood] vs. victimized by the ingroup) in a between-subjects design,
with competitive victimhood as our dependent measure of interest.

In an ostensible study of perspectives on gender issues, partic-
ipants completed an online survey. Participants first completed a
few filler measures (designed to distract participants from the
central purpose of the study) and a five-item measure of identifi-
cation as a man (“I often think of myself in terms of being a man,”
“Being a man is an important reflection of who I am,” “In general,
being a man is an important part of my self-image,” “I identify
with other men,” “I feel strong ties with other men”; 1 � strongly

disagree, 7 � strongly agree; � � .94). This measure was included
to prime participants’ gender group membership. It was also in-
cluded as a potential moderator of the effect of the outgroup
portrayal manipulation on competitive victimhood, given that high
(vs. low) group identifiers are sometimes more defensive in re-
sponse to threats to their group (e.g., Doosje et al., 1998). How-
ever, because Doosje et al. (1998) found that group identification
moderated the effect of a reminder of ingroup harm doing only
when the harm doing was ambiguous in nature (which was not the
case with our outgroup portrayal manipulation), we did not expect
such moderation.

Outgroup portrayal manipulation. Participants then read a
fabricated news article reporting on the status of women in modern
society. This article served as the independent variable and was
based on a prior manipulation of perceptions of outgroup discrim-
ination (Schmitt, Branscombe, & Postmes, 2003). Specifically,
participants were randomly assigned to read one of three news
articles (with the author’s gender unspecified).

In the nonvictimized condition, the article argued that women
and men have equal opportunities for success in modern society,
and no mention was made of any group victimization.

In the self-victimized (deserved victimhood) condition, the arti-
cle argued that women are discriminated against in modern soci-
ety, but this discrimination stems from aspects of their own biol-
ogy and life choices. This article contained passages like,

As a result of biological differences and choices made by women
based on those differences, women are victims of widespread discrim-
ination in the workplace and other areas to this day. Due to certain
inherent characteristics, women experience discrimination despite the
fact that men are not responsible for its occurrence.

The nonvictimized portrayal and the self-victimized portrayal
served as comparison conditions designed to imply no threat to the
ingroup.

In the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition, the article argued
that women are victims of discrimination intentionally perpetrated
by men. This article contained passages like,

The discrimination most modern women face is the direct result of
sexism on the part of men. . . . As a result of the behaviors and
prejudices of men at all levels of society, women are victims of
widespread discrimination in the workplace and other areas to this
day.

This portrayal of the ingroup as responsible for the outgroup’s
suffering was designed to represent a moral social identity threat to
the ingroup.

Importantly, the total amount of discrimination that women
experience was described as identical in both the self-victimized
and victimized-by-the-ingroup conditions; only the alleged source
of the discrimination varied. This helps rule out the possibility that
any differences observed between these conditions might be due to
differential perceptions of the total amount of suffering endured by
the outgroup (which could affect, e.g., feelings of empathy for the
outgroup).

Manipulation checks. Participants then completed three ma-
nipulation check items to assess the effectiveness of the outgroup
portrayal manipulation. Specifically, participants rated their level
of agreement (on a 7-point scale) with the following statements:
“In the article you read, women were described as victims of
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discrimination,” “In the article you read, women were described as
being responsible for the discrimination they experience,” and “In
the article you read, the discrimination women experience was
described as being the result of men’s actions.”

Competitive victimhood. Participants then completed a
single-item measure of competitive victimhood claims: “In soci-
ety, compared with women, men experience ____ discrimination”
(1 � less overall, 4 � as much, 7 � more overall).

Perceptions of victim material entitlement. At the end of
the survey, we included two items assessing perceptions of victim
material entitlement to test for any effect of the manipulation on
these perceptions. Specifically, participants rated their level of
agreement (on a 7-point scale) with the following statements: “In
our society, victims of discrimination are generally entitled to
certain resources, such as financial reparations or increased polit-
ical power” and “Our society is generally willing to give compen-
sation to groups perceived as having suffered discrimination.”
These two items correlated significantly (p � .001) at r � .63 and
were combined to form a single measure of perceptions of victim
material entitlement.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. To test the effectiveness of the ma-
nipulation, one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs; portrayal of
outroup: nonvictimized vs. self-victimized vs. victimized by the
ingroup) were conducted on each of the manipulation check items.
A significant effect was obtained for the item, “In the article you
read, women were described as victims of discrimination,” F(2,
46) � 11.42, p � .001. As expected, pairwise comparisons re-
vealed that participants in the self-victimized and victimized-by-
the-ingroup conditions agreed more strongly with this statement
compared with participants in the nonvictimized condition, ts �
4.0, ps � .01, whereas participants in the victimized conditions did
not differ significantly in their level of agreement, p � .87
(MNonvictimized � 2.50; MSelf-victimized � 5.33; MVictimized by the ingroup �
5.22). For the item, “In the article you read, women were described
as being responsible for the discrimination they experience,” we
also obtained a significant effect, F(2, 46) � 8.71, p � .01, such
that participants in the self-victimized condition agreed more
strongly with this statement compared with participants in the
nonvictimized and victimized-by-the-ingroup conditions, ts �
3.36, ps � .01, whereas participants in the latter two conditions did
not differ in their level of agreement, p � .53 (MSelf-victimized �
4.13; MNonvictimized � 2.00; MVictimized by the ingroup � 2.33). Fi-
nally, for the item, “In the article you read, the discrimination
women experience was described as being the result of men’s
actions,” we also obtained a significant result, F(2, 46) � 6.19,
p � .01. Participants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition
agreed more strongly with this statement compared with partici-
pants in the nonvictimized and self-victimized conditions, ts �
2.65, ps � .02, whereas participants in the latter two conditions did
not differ significantly in their level of agreement, p � .51
(MVictimized by the ingroup � 4.89; MNonvictimized � 3.13; MSelf-victimized �
2.67).

Competitive victimhood. An initial inspection of our data
suggested that there might be heterogeneity of variance across
conditions on our competitive victimhood measure, and this was
confirmed by a significant result on a Levene’s test for heteroge-

neity of variance, F(2, 46) � 7.11, p � .01. Because of our
violation of the assumption of homogeneity of variance, we per-
formed a one-way ANOVA on the single-item measure of com-
petitive victimhood using the Welch–Satterthwaite procedure.1

Although the omnibus effect was not significant, F�(2, 29.66) �
2.27, p � .12, we did not expect the two conditions that did not
imply a moral threat to the ingroup—the nonvictimized and self-
victimized portrayals of the outgroup—to differ. Thus, our primary
test of interest was a contrast (also performed using the Welch–
Satterthwaite procedure) in which we compared the two nonthreat-
ening conditions to the threatening condition (nonvictimized � 1;
self-victimized � 1; victimized by the ingroup � �2). As pre-
dicted, this test revealed that participants in the victimized-by-the-
ingroup condition engaged in significantly more competitive vic-
timhood (M � 2.61, SD � 1.61) compared with participants in the
two nonthreat conditions, t�(20.97) � �2.08, p � .05. A second
contrast that compared the nonthreat conditions (nonvictimized �
1; self-victimized � �1; victimized by the ingroup � 0) revealed
that, as expected, participants in the nonvictimized (M � 1.69,
SD � 0.79) and self-victimized conditions (M � 1.87, SD � 0.64)
did not differ in their level of competitive victimhood, t�(28.39) �
�0.69, p � .49.

Perceptions of victim material entitlement. Performing a
standard ANOVA on the dual-item composite of perceptions of
victim entitlement to material resources did not yield a significant
result, F(2, 46) � 1, p � .58 (MNonvictimized � 3.88; MSelf-victimized �
4.12; MVictimized by the ingroup � 3.67). Interestingly, perceptions that
victims are materially entitled correlated negatively (but nonsig-
nificantly) with competitive victimhood, r � �.13, p � .37.

Male participants exposed to a portrayal of women as undeserv-
edly victimized by the ingroup were more likely to engage in
competitive victimhood compared with participants in the nonvic-
timized and self-victimized portrayal conditions. Participants ex-
posed to a portrayal of women as deservedly self-victimized,
however, were not more likely to engage in competitive victim-
hood compared with men in the nonvictimized control condition.
Furthermore, evidence was found that claims to group victimhood
are not related to perceptions of mere material entitlement, sug-
gesting that competitive victimhood can serve to defend against
moral threat independent of desire for power or financial gain.

This study has social relevance given its focus on gender, a
category that has important social status implications. However,

1 We also conducted a regression analysis to determine whether the
effect of outgroup portrayal might be moderated by the extent to which
participants identified with their gender group (note that the distribution
was negatively skewed, MGrand � 5.67 on a 7-point scale). Specifically,
competitive victimhood scores were regressed onto outgroup portrayal
(contrast coded: victimized by the ingroup � 1, nonvictimized � �.5,
self-victimized � �.5), identification as male (centered and continuous),
and their interaction. This analysis revealed a main effect only for outgroup
portrayal, � � .32, t(45) � 2.29, p � .03 (all other ts � 1, ns). Because of
the heterogeneity of variance observed in our dependent variable, nonpara-
metric regression approaches may have had more power. However, be-
cause we did not observe any hint of moderation by identification using a
parametric approach and because this hypothesis was not crucial to the
present perspective, we did not pursue this analysis further (for parallel null
results on data that do not violate the homogeneity assumption, see Study
4, footnote 3).
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one potential limitation of this design stems from the zero–sum
nature of a (relatively) dichotomous grouping variable like gender.
According to our analysis, competitive victimhood is a strategy for
restoring the ingroup’s moral identity when the ingroup is accused
of causing the undeserved victimization of an outgroup. This
perspective suggests that if an outgroup is undeservedly victimized
by another group (i.e., not by the ingroup), no special motivation
to engage in competitive victimhood will be aroused (because no
ingroup harm doing is implied). However, because victimization in
dichotomous groups is necessarily either the ingroup’s fault or is in
some sense deserved by the outgroup, it is difficult to examine the
unique importance of ingroup responsibility for the outgroup’s
undeserved victimization in this context. If women are undeserv-
edly victimized (meaning they are not to blame for their victim-
ization), then almost by necessity their victimization is the fault of
men. This means that, in the gender context, we are unable to fully
distinguish between ingroup responsibility and illegitimacy of
victimization—when the ingroup is not responsible, the outgroup’s
self-victimization may also be perceived as more legitimate.

In the case of nondichotomous social categories—like nation-
ality or social class—responsibility for undeserved victimization
may lie in a number of places. This aspect of nondichotomous
groups suggests a possibility we were unable to test in Study 1,
namely, that implied ingroup responsibility for an outgroup’s
undeserved victimization might not be necessary to elicit compet-
itive victimhood. If status as an undeserving victim does, in fact,
confer desirable moral credentials on the ingroup, then it is pos-
sible that individuals will engage in competitive victimhood after
exposure to a portrayal of an outgroup as illegitimately victimized
by any group, and not only by the ingroup. This might also be the
case if competitive victimhood is somehow driven by a feeling of
empathy for an outgroup’s undeserved suffering. However, if
competitive victimhood claims are uniquely motivated by moral
social identity threats—as our analysis suggests—then they should
follow only from perceptions that the ingroup is being held re-
sponsible for outgroup victimization. In Study 2, then, we at-
tempted to replicate and extend our initial investigation by exam-
ining competitive victimhood processes in a context involving
multiple groups: the class/status hierarchy within a university
setting.

Study 2

In a field study at the State University of New York at Albany,
Tompkins, Fisher, Infante, and Tompkins (1975) found evidence
that a perceived hierarchy exists within the university system.
Specifically, these researchers asserted that administrators (includ-
ing directors and college deans) form a high-status group on
campus, civil service workers or staff (administrative assistants
and maintenance workers) form a relative low-status group, and
students fall somewhere in between (see Bess & Dee, 2008, for an
extended discussion of power relationships within a university
setting). In Study 2, we used this naturally occurring multigroup
status hierarchy to further test competitive victimhood processes.
Specifically, we hypothesized that a higher status group (under-
graduate students) would be motivated to engage in competitive
victimhood after being accused of illegitimately harming an out-
group (university staff, a lower status group) but not when another

group (administrators) was accused of illegitimately harming the
outgroup.

Beyond testing the motivation for competitive victimhood in a
different intergroup context, Study 2 also expands on Study 1 in
multiple ways. First, because Study 2 examines motivation for
competitive victimhood in a nondichotomous groups context, we
were able to better test whether our effect is uniquely driven by
accusations of ingroup responsibility for the victimization of an
outgroup. Having established in Study 1 that competitive victim-
hood does not follow from information suggesting that the out-
group is deservedly victimized, in Study 2 we tested whether
competitive victimhood follows from a portrayal of the outgroup
as undeservedly victimized by any group (and not only by the
ingroup). Specifically, we hypothesized that undergraduate stu-
dents would engage in competitive victimhood when their ingroup
had been accused of victimizing the outgroup (university staff) but
not when another group (university administrators) had been ac-
cused of victimizing the outgroup. In this way, advancing beyond
Study 2, we were able to hold the illegitimacy of the outgroup’s
suffering constant, varying only whether or not the ingroup was
accused. Although the amount and type of suffering experienced
by the outgroup is the same in either case, no moral identity threat
to the ingroup is implied when another group is the perpetrator of
harm.

Second, in Study 2, we controlled for a possible alternative
explanation of the Study 1 finding. It is possible that contemplating
ways in which the ingroup has victimized an outgroup simply
increases the overall salience of the ingroup’s experiences with
victimhood. In other words, rather than competitive victimhood
being a motivated process whereby individuals attempt to reduce
the apparent moral gap between ingroup and outgroup—as we
claim—competitive victimhood might simply be the byproduct of
a nonmotivated increase in the overall salience of victimhood.

There is reason to doubt that this is an adequate explanation of
competitive victimhood as observed in Study 1. The concept of
victimhood was made equally salient in both the self-victimized
and victimized-by-the-ingroup conditions: the amount of discrim-
ination experienced by the outgroup was described as the same in
each induction, and only the alleged source (and, possibly, per-
ceived legitimacy) of the discrimination varied. Nevertheless,
more competitive victimhood was observed in the victimized-by-
the-ingroup condition compared with the self-victimized and no
victimization conditions. This pattern of results would be unlikely
if our competitive victimhood measure was simply assessing over-
all salience of victimhood.

Nevertheless, it is important to directly address the salience
interpretation. According to our guiding analysis, competitive
claims to victimhood are motivated by a moral identity threat,
which group members resolve by establishing the moral creden-
tials of the ingroup relative to the relevant outgroup. In short, from
our perspective, the competitive aspect of competitive victimhood
is essential; claims to group victimhood that do not establish the
ingroup’s victimhood by comparison to the victimhood of another
group cannot fulfill the moral comparative function posited to lie
at the heart of the process.

To provide a stronger test of the moral comparative aspect of
competitive victimhood and to control for the possibility that
salience of ingroup harm doing simply increases salience of vic-
timhood, in Study 2 we differentiated between noncompetitive and

783COMPETITIVE VICTIMHOOD



competitive claims to ingroup victimhood. Specifically, we asked
participants separately about their perceptions of the ingroup—KU
undergraduates—as victimized without reference to any other
group (noncompetitive victimhood) and in reference to the target
outgroup of university staff (competitive victimhood). Because
perceptions of the ingroup as victimized without reference to the
relevant outgroup do not serve a direct moral comparative func-
tion, we did not expect accusations of ingroup harm doing to
increase noncompetitive victimhood. However, because competi-
tive claims to ingroup victim status do comparatively boost the
ingroup’s moral credentials relative to the relevant outgroup, we
expected accusations of ingroup harm doing to increase uniquely
competitive victimhood.

Finally, we argue that competitive victimhood (as assessed in
the current studies) is a group-based phenomenon, driven by
concerns with ingroup (rather than personal) moral identity. How-
ever, it is possible that our outgroup portrayal manipulation will
focus participants on times when they personally mistreated cam-
pus staff and that resulting concerns with their personal behavior
might drive competitive victimhood (rather than concerns con-
nected to the group’s collective behavior, as we claim). To assess
this possibility, we asked participants whether they called to mind
any personal responsibility for past mistreatment of staff while
reading about the treatment of staff members.

Method

Thirty-six KU undergraduates (25 female) were randomly as-
signed to one of two conditions (portrayal of outgroup: victimized
by another group vs. victimized by the ingroup) in a between-
subjects design, with competitive victimhood as our dependent
measure of interest. Two participants for whom English was a
second language expressed difficulty with understanding the ma-
terials, and their data were removed prior to data analysis. In
addition, two other participants suspected the authenticity of our
manipulation; their data were also excluded, leaving a final total of
32 (22 female) participants.

Outgroup portrayal manipulation. Participants entered a
laboratory to take part in an ostensible study on perceptions of
campus life. They first answered some demographic questions,
including an item about their status as an undergraduate student at
KU that was intended to make the relevant social category salient.
Participants then read an article, ostensibly published in the KU
student newspaper, which focused on the treatment of staff on
campus. The article was designed to appear as if it had been
downloaded from the website of the KU newspaper to bolster its
perceived authenticity.

In reality, the fabricated article constituted our outgroup por-
trayal manipulation. In both versions of the article, it was reported
that, as part of an annual internal review process, KU (nonstudent)
staff members from multiple different departments had written a
letter to the chancellor about the treatment they receive on campus.
In both versions, it was reported that, in the letter, staff at KU
claimed to be badly mistreated. However, the alleged source of
their mistreatment varied by condition.

In the victimized-by-another-group condition, it was alleged that
KU staff members claimed they received especially harsh treat-
ment from KU administrators. The article contained the following
quote from the staff’s letter: “The administrators are disrespectful

and even hostile toward us. We have seen our fellow workers
insulted, ridiculed, and shouted at by administrators. We believe a
staff member is discriminated against at least once every day on
this campus.”

In the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition, it was alternately
asserted that KU staff members accused KU undergraduates of
mistreatment. The article contained the following quote from the
staff’s letter: “The undergraduate students are disrespectful and
even hostile toward us. We have seen our fellow workers insulted,
ridiculed, and shouted at by students. We believe a staff member
is discriminated against at least once every day on this campus.”

Manipulation checks. After reading the article, participants
completed four items testing the effectiveness of the manipulation.
Specifically, participants indicated their level of agreement with
three statements concerning the content of the article: “In the
article, KU staff report being victims of mistreatment,” “In the
article, KU staff report being mistreated primarily by KU under-
graduates,” and “In the article, KU staff report being mistreated
primarily by KU administrators” (1 � strongly disagree, 7 �
strongly agree). In addition, we tested whether the manipulation
effectively induced the hypothesized moral gap between the in-
group and the outgroup by asking participants to rate their level of
agreement with the statement: “The article gives the impression
that KU staff members are morally superior to KU undergradu-
ates.”

Noncompetitive and competitive victimhood. Participants
then completed three items measuring noncompetitive victimhood
claims on behalf of the ingroup: “At times, I feel negatively
discriminated against because of my status as an undergraduate
student,” “KU undergraduates are discriminated against on campus
because of their status as students,” and “KU undergraduates are
discriminated against off campus, in other areas of Lawrence [the
university’s home city], because of their status as students” (1 �
never, 4 � sometimes, 7 � frequently).

These items were followed by a single item measuring compet-
itive victimhood claims: “Compared with KU staff, KU under-
graduates experience ____ discrimination” (1 � less overall, 4 �
as much, 7 � more overall).

Personal responsibility. Next, to determine the extent to
which feelings of personal (rather than collective) responsibility
for the mistreatment of staff may have contributed to any observed
effects of our manipulation, we asked participants, “As you were
reading the article about treatment of staff members, did you think
about a specific incident (or incidents) when you personally mis-
treated campus staff?” Participants simply responded yes or no.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. To test the effectiveness of our ma-
nipulation, we performed t tests or nonparametric median tests
(outgroup portrayal: victimized by another group vs. victimized by
the ingroup) on each of our manipulation check items. As ex-
pected, we found no difference in level of agreement with the
statement, “In the article, KU staff report being victims of mis-
treatment” between participants in the victimized-by-another-
group (M � 5.87, SD � 1.92) and victimized-by-the-ingroup
conditions (M � 6.47, SD � 1.28), t(30) � 1.06, p � .30. A
Levene’s test revealed that responses to our second item, “In the
article, KU staff report being mistreated primarily by KU under-
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graduates,” violated the homogeneity of variance assumption, F(1,
30) � 21.09, p � .001. Accordingly, we submitted responses to
this item to a t test using the Welch–Satterthwaite procedure and
obtained a significant result, t�(19.04) � 8.37, p � .001. Partici-
pants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition agreed more
strongly (M � 5.59, SD � 2.03) with the statement compared with
participants in the other condition (M � 1.27, SD � 0.59). A
Levene’s test also showed heterogeneity of variance in responses
to our third item, “In the article, KU staff report being mistreated
primarily by KU administrators,” F(1, 30) � 4.70, p � .04. A
modified t test revealed that participants in the victimized-by-
another-group condition agreed more strongly (M � 6.40, SD �
1.60) with the statement compared with participants in the other
condition (M � 1.18, SD � 0.39), t�(15.50) � 12.36, p � .001.
Finally, a Levene’s test also revealed heterogeneity of variance in
responses to our measure of a perceived moral gap between
groups: “The article gives the impression that KU staff members
are morally superior to KU undergraduates,” F(1, 30) � 17.54,
p � .001. A modified t test indicated that participants in the
victimized-by-the-ingroup condition agreed more strongly (M �
3.06, SD � 1.89) with this statement compared with participants in
the other condition (M � 1.60, SD � 0.99), t�(24.72) � 2.79,
p � .01.

Noncompetitive victimhood. Performing t tests on each of
our three items assessing noncompetitive victimhood yielded no
significant results, ts � 1, ps � .60.2 This suggests that our
manipulation was not simply increasing overall salience of ingroup
(or personal) victimhood.

Competitive victimhood. As predicted, a similar analysis on
our competitive victimhood measure showed that participants in
the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition engaged in significantly
more competitive victimhood (M � 2.88, SD � 1.17) compared
with participants in the victimized-by-another-group condition
(M � 2.07, SD � 1.03), t(30) � 2.08, p � .046, d � .73.

Personal responsibility. Only one participant in the data set
indicated that, while reading the induction, they had thought about
a time when they personally had discriminated against university
staff. This person had a score of only 1 on our 7-point competitive
victimhood measure. This strongly suggests that our effects were
due to group-level concerns rather than personal-level concerns.

KU undergraduates who were exposed to a portrayal of KU staff
as victimized by the ingroup engaged in more competitive victim-
hood than undergraduates exposed to a portrayal of KU staff as
victimized by another group. Portrayal of the outgroup affected
competitive victimhood specifically and not noncompetitive per-
ceptions of the ingroup as victimized without reference to the
outgroup’s victimization.

While providing a conceptual replication of the competitive
victimhood effect from Study 1 in a different intergroup context,
these results also make several advances. First, the fact that com-
petitive victimhood did not occur when the outgroup was por-
trayed as undeservedly victimized by another group supports the
claim that competitive victimhood is a unique response to the
moral identity threat posed by accusations of ingroup harm doing.
Second, distinguishing competitive from noncompetitive victim-
hood claims provides direct evidence for the importance of the
hypothesized moral comparative aspect of competitive victim-
hood. Third, the fact that our manipulation did not prompt partic-
ipants to recall instances when they personally victimized the

outgroup provides support for the contention that group-based
competitive victimhood occurs in response to a threat to people’s
social (rather than personal) moral identities.

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrate that, across two different intergroup
contexts (gender and social class/status), members of high-status
groups engage in competitive victimhood when their ingroup is
accused of illegitimate harm doing. In Study 3, we returned to the
gender context to further investigate the nature of competitive
victimhood as a defensive response. In this study, we sought to
determine whether a low-status group (women) might also engage
in competitive victimhood and to distinguish competitive victim-
hood not only from noncompetitive victimhood, but also from
outgroup harm minimization.

Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 investigated claims of competitive victimhood
among high-status groups. These studies provide strong tests of the
hypothesis that group members will claim greater relative victim-
ization for their ingroup when they are accused of illegitimate
harm doing, because high-status group members do not typically
think of themselves as victimized (Nealon, 2000). In Studies 1 and
2. the means across all conditions on our competitive victimhood
scale were below the midpoint, suggesting that there may be reality
constraints limiting the extent to which high-status groups can
claim victimhood. In other words, although high-status group
members who have been accused of harm doing make more
competitive victimhood claims than those who have not, they
nevertheless do not claim that they suffer as much discrimination
as a low-status group. Because high-status group members do not
have many objective claims to collective victimization, it is a
particularly interesting and counterintuitive finding that they do
nevertheless respond to accusations of harm doing with competi-
tive victimhood.

In Study 3 we wanted to examine competitive victimhood
among members of a low-status group, to test whether they would
also use this strategy in response to an accusation of harm doing
against another group. On the basis of the theorizing of Nietzsche
(1887/1967) and others who have argued that, in the modern
cultural climate, accusations of ingroup harm doing lower and
claims to ingroup victim status bolster a group’s moral credentials,
we have no reason to expect that low-status groups would not also
engage in competitive victimhood. Indeed, because low-status
groups have more objective claims to victimization than high-
status groups, members of such groups might be expected to use
this strategy to an even greater extent. We tested this possibility in
Study 3 by returning to the gender context but this time presenting
women with one of two portrayals of men as victims of discrim-
ination in modern society. In one portrayal, men were described as
responsible for their own victimization, whereas in our critical
condition, women were accused of perpetrating discrimination
against men.

2 For Studies 2, 4, and 5, we also analyzed our primary dependent
measures with participant gender entered as an additional between-subjects
factor. In no study did we observe main effects or interactions involving
participant gender; therefore, we omitted this factor from our main discus-
sion of the results to streamline presentation.
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A second important goal of Study 3 was to further demonstrate
the uniquely comparative nature of competitive victimhood as a
response to accusations of harm doing. In Study 2, we found an
increase in competitive but not noncompetitive victimhood claims
among university students accused of discriminating against uni-
versity staff. This suggests that our competitive victimhood effects
are not simply the result of increases in the perception that one’s
ingroup is victimized, independent of comparison with the relevant
outgroup (although competitive and noncompetitive victimhood
may be somewhat related). However, it remains possible that yet
another process is driving our effects. Specifically, competitive
victimhood may be the result of changes in perceptions or ac-
knowledgment of the outgroup’s overall victimhood. In other
words, it may be the case that when the ingroup is accused of harm
doing, ingroup members defensively minimize the amount of
victimization the outgroup actually experiences (Branscombe &
Miron, 2004). This defensive decrease in acknowledgment of
outgroup victimization may subsequently lead to an inflated sense
of the ingroup’s relative victimhood. Thus, increased competitive
victimhood might simply result from the defensive strategy of
minimizing outgroup suffering.

From our perspective, accusations of ingroup harm doing create
an apparent moral gap between one’s ingroup and the relevant
outgroup. The most effective way to psychologically close this gap
is to engage in competitive victimhood, which simultaneously
elevates the ingroup’s moral standing and lowers the outgroup’s
apparent moral standing, all within a directly comparative context.
If these assumptions are correct, two hypotheses follow. First, we
would expect accusations of ingroup harm doing to affect com-
petitive victimhood claims but not noncompetitive claims to in-
group victimhood or noncomparative perceptions of outgroup vic-
timhood. Second, we would expect competitive victimhood scores
to be positively correlated with perceptions of the ingroup’s vic-
timhood and negatively correlated with perceptions of the out-
group’s victimhood. We tested these hypotheses in Study 3 by
including (after the manipulation of our independent variable) our
standard competitive victimhood measure as well as single-item
measures of noncompetitive ingroup and outgroup victimhood.

A final goal of Study 3 was to account for the potential role of
political orientation in the use of competitive victimhood as a
strategy. Cole (2007) and others have stressed the political nature
of claims to group victimhood, proposing that although political
conservatives use this strategy, it is more associated with liberals
in the popular consciousness. Because of system justification and
status quo maintenance processes (e.g., Jost & Kay, 2005), it may
especially be the case that competitive victimhood among mem-
bers of a low-status group is influenced by political orientation.
Political conservatism is positively correlated with endorsement of
modern sexist beliefs (Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter, 1995), and the
presence of this correlation among women may result from hesi-
tation on the part of low-status group members who endorse
traditional values to see themselves as discriminated against
(Swim, Becker, Lee, & Pruitt, 2010). In Study 3, we were inter-
ested in demonstrating that accusations of ingroup harm doing can
increase competitive victimhood independent of differences in
political orientation. Accordingly, we assessed political orientation
and controlled for this construct in our primary analyses.

Method

We recruited 142 female participants through Amazon Mechan-
ical Turk. Participants were paid $0.30 for completion of a short
online study. Of these, eight participants expressed suspicion re-
garding the authenticity of our prefabricated study materials. Their
data were excluded, leaving a final total of 134 participants who
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions (portrayal of
outgroup: self-victimized vs. victimized by the ingroup) in a
between-subjects design, with competitive victimhood and non-
competitive ingroup and noncompetitive outgroup victimhood rat-
ings as our dependent measures of interest.

Outgroup portrayal manipulation. The study was de-
scribed as being focused on gender-related issues. Participants first
answered some demographic questions, including an item about
their gender, which made the relevant social category salient.
Participants also completed a measure of political orientation:
“How would you describe your political beliefs?” (1 � very
conservative, 9 � very liberal; MGrand � 5.9). Participants then
read an article, ostensibly published in a reputable online news
magazine, which highlighted the issue of gender-based discrimi-
nation against men in modern society.

In reality, the fabricated article constituted our outgroup por-
trayal manipulation. In both versions of the article, it was argued
that men increasingly suffer various forms of discrimination in the
workplace. In the self-victimized condition, the article argued that
men discriminate against other men in modern society. This article
contained passages like,

Close to 95% of male employers report that they would rather hire a
woman than another man in order to improve their company’s image.
Furthermore, 65% of men believe that women are more capable of
performing most jobs than men.

The self-victimized portrayal was designed to imply no moral
identity threat to the ingroup.

In the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition, the article argued
that men are victims of discrimination intentionally perpetrated by
women. This article contained passages like,

Close to 95% of women endorse some sexist attitudes (for instance,
they agree with the idea that men are not as thoughtful or considerate
of others as women), and 65% claim they would discriminate against
a man if given the chance.

The victimized-by-the-ingroup portrayal was designed to pres-
ent a moral social identity threat to the ingroup. Neither article
claimed (or overtly denied) that women are discriminated against
in modern society.

Manipulation checks. After reading the article, participants
completed three items testing the effectiveness of the manipula-
tion. Specifically, participants indicated their level of agreement
with three statements concerning the content of the article: “Ac-
cording to the article, men suffer discrimination in modern soci-
ety,” “According to the article, women are responsible for the
discrimination men experience,” and “According to the article,
men are responsible for the discrimination experienced by other
men” (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree).

Outcome measures. Participants then completed the follow-
ing: one item measuring competitive victimhood claims (“Com-
pared to men, women experience ____ discrimination”; 1 � less
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overall, 4 � as much, 7 � more overall); one item measuring
noncompetitive ingroup victimhood (“In modern society, women
are often discriminated against because of their gender”; 1 �
strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree); and one item measuring
noncompetitive outgroup victimhood (“In modern society, men are
often discriminated against because of their gender”; 1 � strongly
disagree, 7 � strongly agree). The order of these measures was
counterbalanced.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. To test the effectiveness of our ma-
nipulation, we performed t tests (outgroup portrayal: self-
victimized vs. victimized by the ingroup) on each of our manipu-
lation check items. As expected, we found no significant
difference in agreement with the statement, “According to the
article, men suffer discrimination in modern society,” between
participants in the self-victimized (M � 6.20, SD � 1.30) and
victimized-by-the-ingroup conditions (M � 6.48, SD � 0.99),
t(128) � 1.40, p � .17. Also as expected, on the item, “According
to the article, women are responsible for the discrimination men
experience,” participants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup condi-
tion agreed more strongly (M � 6.22, SD � 1.19) compared with
participants in the other condition (M � 1.87, SD � 1.49),
t(128) � 18.51, p � .001. Conversely, for the statement, “Accord-
ing to the article, men are responsible for the discrimination
experienced by other men,” participants in the self-victimized
condition agreed more strongly (M � 6.08, SD � 1.58) compared
with participants in the other condition (M � 2.03, SD � 1.49),
t(128) � 15.05, p � .001.

Competitive victimhood. We submitted our competitive vic-
timhood measure to a 2 (outgroup portrayal: self-victimized vs.
victimized by the ingroup) 	 3 (order of completion: competitive
victimhood first vs. noncompetitive ingroup victimhood first vs.
noncompetitive outgroup victimhood first) analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA), with political orientation entered as the covariate.
Political orientation was positively correlated with competitive
victimhood; more liberal participants scored higher on the mea-
sure, r � .34, p � .001. Critically, a significant effect of outgroup
portrayal was obtained, F(1, 123) � 4.61, p � .03, 
2 � .04. As
predicted, participants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition
engaged in significantly more competitive victimhood (M � 5.42,
SD � 1.39) compared with participants in the self-victimized
condition (M � 5.16, SD � 1.31). No other significant effects or
interactions emerged.

Noncompetitive ingroup victimhood. Submitting our rating
of noncompetitive ingroup victimhood to a similar analysis yielded
no significant results, Fs � 1.6, ps � .20. Similar to competitive
victimhood ratings, noncompetitive claims to ingroup victimhood
were positively correlated with political orientation, r � .30, p �
.001.

Noncompetitive outgroup victimhood. Submitting our rat-
ing of noncompetitive outgroup victimhood to a similar analysis
yielded no significant results, Fs � 1.5, ps � .23. Noncompetitive
ratings of outgroup victimhood were not correlated with political
orientation, r � �.11, p � .20.

Importantly, and also as predicted, competitive victimhood
scores were positively associated with noncompetitive ingroup
victimhood ratings, r � .45, p � .001, and negatively associated

with noncompetitive outgroup victimhood ratings, r � �.32, p �
.001.

Women who were exposed to a portrayal of men as victimized
by the ingroup engaged in more competitive victimhood than
women exposed to a portrayal of men as victimized by other men.
This effect emerged even while controlling for political orienta-
tion. This finding suggests that low-status groups will also engage
in competitive victimhood; indeed, unlike in Studies 1 and 2,
means on our competitive victimhood scale were above the mid-
point in both conditions, suggesting that low-status group members
are not under the same reality constraints in adopting this defen-
sive strategy as are high-status group members. Furthermore,
portrayal of the outgroup affected competitive victimhood specif-
ically and not noncompetitive perceptions of the ingroup or out-
group as victimized. However, as expected and consistent with the
notion that competitive victimhood involves an attempt to reduce
the perceived moral gap between the ingroup and the outgroup,
competitive victimhood claims were positively associated with
claims to ingroup victimhood and negatively associated with ac-
knowledgment of outgroup victimhood. These results strongly
suggest that competitive victimhood is not simply the result of
minimizing outgroup suffering.

Studies 1 through 3 demonstrated that members of both low-
status and high-status groups engage in uniquely competitive vic-
timhood when their ingroup is accused of illegitimate harm doing.
In Study 4, we attempted to replicate the competitive victimhood
effect in a third intergroup context: that of race-based discrimina-
tion. In addition, we sought to provide evidence for the proposed
role of perceived stigma reversal in mediating this effect among
high-status group members.

Study 4

How university admission decisions are made in the United
States is one domain in which competing claims to victimhood
have become increasingly prominent over the past 4 decades.
Since the landmark Supreme Court decision in 1978 in the Regents
of the University of California v. Bakke case—in which the Court
essentially upheld that a White male had been a victim of reverse
discrimination when he was denied admission to the University of
California, Davis, Medical School—numerous members of tradi-
tionally high-status groups have publically claimed to be victims
of race-based discrimination in the university admissions process
(Lynch, 1989; Perry, 2007). Such claims are interesting from the
standpoint of the present analysis insofar as they may be reactions
to affirmative action policies that recognize minorities’ historically
victimized status (and, consequently, the past harm doing of high-
status groups). Because admission to universities is one domain in
which high-status group members may see a precedent for claim-
ing that they are victimized relative to lower status group mem-
bers, it would appear to be an important intergroup context for
examining competitive victimhood.

Frequent attributions to reverse discrimination notwithstanding,
Blacks have historically been and continue to be underrepresented
at many U.S. universities compared with Whites (Epenshade &
Radford, 2009; Krueger, Rothstein, & Turner, 2006), a disparity
which can sometimes be traced to discriminatory policies (in
recent years, policies that disfavor Black applicants in university
admissions presumably do so unintentionally; see Ladewski,
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2010). Focusing Whites on the idea that their group is in some way
responsible for the disparity in college admissions between Whites
and Blacks should induce a moral social identity threat, to which
Whites will respond with competitive victimhood if given the
opportunity. However, on the basis of our guiding analysis and the
results of Study 2, if Whites encounter information suggesting that
some third group is responsible for Blacks’ lower rate of admis-
sion, then there should be no threat to their group’s moral identity,
and they should not be motivated to engage in competitive vic-
timhood. We assessed this hypothesis in Study 4 by testing
whether White university students would be more likely to engage
in competitive victimhood with Black students when Whites (as
opposed to another group, Asians) were accused of denying Blacks
equal admission to universities.

An additional goal of Study 4 was to test our proposed media-
tional process. We have argued that high-status group members
engage in competitive victimhood in response to accusations of
ingroup harm doing because such accusations trigger a feeling of
stigma reversal: the sense that one is assumed guilty for the
suffering of low-status groups simply by virtue of one’s group
membership (Killian, 1985). On the basis of this analysis, we
predicted that Whites confronted with the accusation that their
group is not treating Blacks fairly in the area of university admis-
sions would experience a heightened sense that others hold them
accountable for Blacks’ (and other low-status groups’) suffering
simply because they are White. We further predicted that this
increased feeling of stigma reversal would be associated with
higher levels of competitive victimhood in the area of university
admissions.

We wanted to further assess the alternative possibility (also
addressed in Study 1) that competitive victimhood is driven by
concerns about material resources or power, rather than about
moral identity. More specifically, it is possible that by confronting
high-status group members with an accusation of illegitimate harm
doing to an outgroup, we are inducing not a moral but a status
threat. Participants may interpret such accusations as implying that
the power dynamic in society is shifting and that the previously
victimized outgroup is gaining recognition and status at the ex-
pense of the ingroup. Participants may then compete for victim
status not in pursuit of moral exoneration but rather as a strategic
attempt to maintain their group’s high status. To control for this
possibility, we assessed concerns about the ingroup’s status after
our manipulation to determine if such concerns—rather than feel-
ings of stigma reversal—mediate the effect of outgroup portrayal
on competitive victimhood.

It is also possible that the effects in Studies 1 through 3 were due
to differential collective emotions aroused by our manipulations.
In other words, exposure to a portrayal of an outgroup as unde-
servedly victimized by the ingroup (relative to other portrayals)
might elevate negative emotions felt on the basis of one’s group
membership, and these negative collective emotions might elicit
competitive victimhood as a defensive response. Our analysis
holds that competitive victimhood among high-status group mem-
bers results from the cognitive process of perceiving stigma rever-
sal when the ingroup is accused of harming an outgroup, rather
than from an emotional reaction to such an accusation. Neverthe-
less, to assess the possibility that our effects might be driven by
group-based general negative affect, we included a measure of

collective emotions experienced in connection with our manipu-
lation.

Finally, on the basis of the results of Study 3 and because we
believe discrimination in university admissions might be a politi-
cally relevant topic, we controlled for political orientation in our
analyses.

Method

Fifty-one White KU undergraduates (27 female) were randomly
assigned to one of two conditions (portrayal of outgroup: victim-
ized by another group vs. victimized by the ingroup) in a between-
subjects design, with competitive victimhood as our dependent
measure of interest. Five participants suspected the authenticity of
our manipulation; their data were excluded, leaving a final total of
46 (27 female) participants.

Participants entered a laboratory to take part in an ostensible
study on perceptions of the university admissions process. Partic-
ipants first completed a few filler measures and a five-item mea-
sure of White identification (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Schiffhauer,
2007): “I am comfortable being White,” “Being White just feels
natural to me,” “I believe that White people have a lot to be proud
of,” “I feel good about being White,” and “I am not embarrassed
to admit that I am White” (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly
agree; � � .89). This measure was included to make participants’
social category salient and to test for possible moderation of any
observed effects (in light of the null effects for male identification
in Study 1 [see footnote 1] we expected no such moderation effects
in this study).

Participants also responded to the prompt, “What is your polit-
ical orientation?” (1 � very liberal, 9 � very conservative;
MGrand � 5.8).

Outgroup portrayal manipulation. Participants were then
asked to read an article about university admissions in the United
States, ostensibly published in an online news magazine. The
article was graphically designed to appear as if it had been down-
loaded from the Internet. In reality, the fabricated article consti-
tuted our outgroup portrayal manipulation. In both versions of the
article, it was reported that Black student applicants suffer serious
discrimination in university admissions. However, the outgroup to
which Black students were being compared, and which also was
the alleged source of their discrimination, varied by condition.

In the victimized-by-another-group condition, the article as-
serted that Blacks are discriminated against in the university sys-
tem by and relative to Asians (Whites were not mentioned in the
article). In the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition, the extent of
alleged discrimination against Black applicants was the same, but
the reference group and alleged source of the discrimination was
Whites (Asians were not mentioned in this article). The articles
contained statements such as the following:

For example, the acceptance rate for Black Americans at UCLA is
only 10%, compared to a 50% acceptance rate for Asian Americans
[White Americans]. . . . Asian American [White American] admis-
sions officers at universities across the United States are significantly
less likely to accept an application from a Black American student
compared to an application from an Asian American [White Ameri-
can] student, even when the two applicants have almost identical
grades and test scores.
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Manipulation checks. After reading the article, participants
completed three items testing the effectiveness of the manipula-
tion. Specifically, participants indicated their level of agreement
(on 7-point scales) with three statements concerning the content of
the article: “According to the article, Black Americans experience
discrimination in the university admissions process,” “According
to the article, White Americans are responsible for any discrimi-
nation faced by Black Americans in the university admissions
process,” and “According to the article, Asian Americans are
responsible for any discrimination faced by Black Americans in
the university admissions process.”

Collective emotions measure. Participants then completed a
measure assessing collective emotions experienced during expo-
sure to the outgroup portrayal manipulation. Specifically, partici-
pants were instructed, “Think back on the article you read about
the university admissions process. As a White American, when you
read the article, how did it make you feel?” Participants then
indicated (on a 5-point scale) the extent to which they felt each of
seven negative emotions (angry, upset, nervous, anxious, hostile,
sad, afraid; � � .76; MGrand � 2.03) and seven positive emotions
(interested, excited, inspired, strong, satisfied, enthusiastic, proud;
� � .77; MGrand � 1.70) in connection with their group member-
ship.

Stigma reversal. Participants then rated their level of agree-
ment (on 7-point scales) with three statements representing our
proposed mediating construct of perceived stigma reversal: “Many
people seem to think that, because I’m a White American, I should
feel guilty for the suffering of Black Americans,” “Many people
seem to think that, because I’m a White American, I’m somehow
less moral than members of other groups,” and “Many people seem
to think that, because I’m a White American, I should feel a sense
of responsibility for bad outcomes experienced by other groups.”
Responses to these items (which were constructed on the basis of
Killian’s, 1985, analysis) showed good reliability (� � .89) and
were therefore averaged to form a single composite measure of
stigma reversal.

Status concerns. To test whether the outgroup portrayal
manipulation induced a perceived threat to the ingroup’s status, we
asked participants to rate their level of agreement (on a 7-point
scale) with the statement, “I’m concerned that, in the near future,
the status of White Americans in society is going to decrease.”

Competitive victimhood. Finally, participants completed a
single item measuring competitive victimhood claims: “Compared
to Black Americans, White Americans experience ____ discrimi-
nation in the university admissions process” (1 � less overall, 4 �
as much, 7 � more overall).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. To test the effectiveness of our ma-
nipulation, we performed t tests (outgroup portrayal: victimized by
another group vs. victimized by the ingroup) on each of our
manipulation check items. We found no difference in level of
agreement with the statement, “According to the article, Black
Americans experience discrimination in the university admissions
process” between participants in the victimized-by-another-group
(M � 6.13, SD � 1.10) and victimized-by-the-ingroup conditions
(M � 6.30, SD � 0.82), t � 1, p � .55. However, on the item,
“According to the article, White Americans are responsible for any

discrimination faced by Black Americans in the university admis-
sions process,” participants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup con-
dition agreed more strongly (M � 4.83, SD � 1.64) than partici-
pants in the other condition (M � 1.91, SD � 1.24), t(44) � 6.78,
p � .001. A Levene’s test revealed that responses to our third item,
“According to the article, Asian Americans are responsible for any
discrimination faced by Black Americans in the university admis-
sions process,” violated the homogeneity of variance assumption,
F(1, 44) � 10.25, p � .01. Accordingly, we submitted our re-
sponses to this item to a t test using the Welch–Satterthwaite
procedure and obtained a significant result, t�(37.39) � 5.14, p �
.001. Participants in the victimized-by-another-group condition
agreed more strongly (M � 4.83, SD � 2.19) with the statement
compared with participants in the other condition (M � 2.04,
SD � 1.40).

Collective emotions. Similar t tests on our composite mea-
sures of negative and positive collective emotion did not yield
significant results, ts � 1, ps � .50, suggesting that any effect of
our manipulation on competitive victimhood was not driven by
differences in general group-based affect.

Status concerns. We submitted our single-item measure of
concerns with the ingroup’s future status to a single-variable
(outgroup portrayal: victimized-by-another-group vs. victimized-
by-the-ingroup) ANCOVA with political orientation entered as the
covariate. Our analysis revealed that participants in the victimized-
by-the-ingroup condition (M � 3.61, SD � 1.88) expressed mar-
ginally greater status concerns than participants in the victimized-
by-another-group condition (M � 2.65, SD � 1.70), F(1, 42) �
3.67, p � .06, 
2 � .08.

Stigma reversal. Submitting stigma reversal scores to the
same analysis yielded a significant result, F(1, 42) � 4.94, p �
.03, 
2 � .11. As predicted, participants in the victimized-by-the-
ingroup condition (M � 4.26, SD � 1.59) reported higher levels of
perceived stigma reversal compared with participants in the
victimized-by-another-group condition (M � 3.14, SD � 1.73).

Competitive victimhood. As predicted, participants in the
victimized-by-the-ingroup condition (M � 2.78, SD � 1.28) en-
gaged in more competitive victimhood compared with participants
in the victimized-by-another-group condition (M � 2.00, SD �
1.16), F(1, 42) � 4.56, p � .04, 
2 � .10.3 Unlike in Study 3,
political orientation was not significantly associated with compet-
itive victimhood, r � .23, p � .14.

Mediation analysis. Using Preacher and Hayes’s (2008) pro-
cedure and SPSS macro for testing indirect effects, we tested our
hypothesis that the effect of condition on competitive victimhood
would be mediated by perceived stigma reversal but not by status
concerns. Specifically, we regressed competitive victimhood
scores onto outgroup portrayal (dummy coded: victimized by the
ingroup � 1, victimized by another group � 0), with stigma

3 A regression analysis was also conducted to determine whether the
condition effect was moderated by White identification (this distribution
was very negatively skewed, MGrand � 6.40 on a 7-point scale). Compet-
itive victimhood scores were regressed onto outgroup portrayal (dummy
coded: victimized by the ingroup � 1, victimized by another group � 0),
White identification (centered and continuous), and their interaction. The
analysis revealed the main effect only for outgroup portrayal, � � .31,
t(45) � 2.15, p � .04 (all other ts � 1, ns).
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reversal and status concerns simultaneously entered as candidate
mediators. Five-thousand bootstrapping resamples were per-
formed. The 95% confidence interval obtained for the indirect
effect of outgroup portrayal on competitive victimhood through
the mediator of perceived stigma reversal did not contain zero (.03,
.68). The direct effect of outgroup portrayal on competitive vic-
timhood, � � .31, SE � .36, t(44) � 2.17, p � .04, became
nonsignificant when controlling for stigma reversal, � � .20, SE �
.36, t(43) � 1.40, p � .17. However, the 95% confidence interval
obtained for the indirect effect of outgroup portrayal on competi-
tive victimhood through the mediator of status concerns did con-
tain zero (�.01, .62). Although the direct effect of outgroup
portrayal on competitive victimhood also became nonsignificant
when we controlled for status, � � .23, SE � .36, t(43) � 1.60,
p � .12, the decrease in significance was not as marked as when
controlling for stigma reversal. Therefore, we are confident at � �
.05 that the higher level of competitive victimhood displayed by
participants in the victimized-by-the-ingroup condition is best ex-
plained by a corresponding increase in perceived stigma reversal
and not by an increase in status concerns.

Study 4 replicated the effect of an accusation of ingroup harm
doing on competitive victimhood in a new, socially important
context. Again, the effect of an accusation of ingroup harm doing
on competitive victimhood emerged when controlling for political
orientation. As important, evidence was obtained for our hypoth-
esis that competitive victimhood among high-status group mem-
bers is driven by increased perceptions of stigma reversal resulting
from an accusation of illegitimate ingroup harm doing. At the same
time, Study 4 helps rule out the possibility that our effects are due
to concerns that the ingroup’s social status is diminishing or to
negative group-based affect.

Studies 1 through 4 show that groups confronted with accusa-
tions of illegitimate ingroup harm doing respond by engaging in
competitive victimhood. In Study 5, we were interested in explor-
ing the consequences of adopting this strategy. If competitive
victimhood claims are motivated by a desire to relieve members of
the ingroup of expectations that they should feel guilty (stigma
reversal) and by any actual guilt they feel for their group’s ille-
gitimate harm doing, then exposure to a competitive victimhood
claim made on behalf of one’s group should reduce perceived
stigma reversal and feelings of collective guilt after an accusation
of harm doing. Although Study 4 showed that competitive victim-
hood is not driven by general group-based negative affect, we
would expect a competitive victimhood claim to relieve group
members of the specific emotion of group-based guilt, given
competitive victimhood’s theorized role in protecting group moral
identity. We tested this possibility in Study 5 in yet another
intergroup context, namely that of age-based discrimination.

Study 5

Adults in the United States typically think of themselves as
belonging to one of three age groups: young adults (often defined
as between 17 and 25 years of age), middle-aged adults (ages
35–50), and older adults (65 years of age and older; Garstka,
Schmitt, Branscombe, & Hummert, 2004). Of these groups, older
adults experience a considerable amount of—if not the most—
differential treatment based on their age group. Among other forms
of age-differentiated behavior, older adults (at least in the United

States) often experience an absence of representation in main-
stream culture and the media, lower rates of access to housing and
jobs, and socially isolating or demeaning treatment from others
(such as being spoken to in simplified language; Pasupathi &
Löckenhoff, 2002).

However, older adults are not the only social group that expe-
riences discrimination based on age. Young adults also report
being victims of age-based discrimination (Garstka, Hummert, &
Branscombe, 2005) and generally see themselves as being a low-
status group in society, similar to older adults (Garstka et al.,
2004). Nevertheless, the status of young adults is somewhat am-
biguous, given that they will one day become middle-aged adults
(a comparatively high-status group) and that modern popular cul-
ture contains numerous popular images of (and increasingly mar-
kets toward) younger adults but disparages or neglects older adults
(e.g., Featherstone & Hepworth, 2005).

In Study 5, we drew on the ambiguity associated with the
relative status of younger adults to manipulate whether people
whose group was accused of harm doing would see themselves as
also victimized or not victimized. Specifically, we presented
young adults with an accusation that their group discriminates
against older adults, but we simultaneously varied whether a
competitive victimhood claim was made on behalf of their in-
group. We then assessed feelings of stigma reversal and collective
guilt connected to the treatment of older adults by young adults.
Past research has suggested that if people are feeling a sense of
group moral entitlement, they do not show as much collective guilt
in connection with illegitimate ingroup actions (Wohl &
Branscombe, 2008). We would expect a similar process to occur in
the case of stigma reversal, which involves the perception that
society at large assigns collective guilt to one’s ingroup. Because
we assert that competitive victimhood buffers the group’s moral
social identity against threats, we expected that young adults who
were accused of harming older adults but were also exposed to a
competitive victimhood claim on their behalf would express lower
perceived stigma reversal and less collective guilt than those who
were not exposed to such a claim.

Method

Fifty-two KU undergraduates (29 female) between the ages of
18 and 25 were randomly assigned to one of two conditions
(competitive victimhood: yes vs. no) in a between-subjects design,
with stigma reversal and collective guilt as our dependent mea-
sures of interest.

Participants entered a laboratory to take part in an ostensible
study on attitudes concerning the role of age in social life. All
participants were verbally primed by the experimenter to think
about themselves as young adults. Participants then completed
some basic demographic questionnaires (including a measure of
age; MGrand � 19.3). They also responded to the prompt, “What is
your political orientation?” (1 � very liberal, 9 � very conserva-
tive; MGrand � 4.90). Because political orientation was unrelated
to stigma reversal and competitive victimhood in Study 4 and
because we saw no particular reason why it would affect attitudes
toward older adults, we did not expect this variable to play a role
in our effects. However, because political orientation was strongly
correlated with competitive victimhood in Study 3, we measured it
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to ensure that our effects would hold even when controlling for
political orientation.

Competitive victimhood manipulation. Participants then
read an article, ostensibly published on a website dedicated to the
scientific study of aging, about some ways in which one’s age
group affects one’s life. This fabricated article constituted our
competitive victimhood manipulation. In both versions of the
article, it was reported that older adults suffer various forms of
discrimination at the hands of young adults (the range of ages
constituting each group were also defined in the article). Young
adults were accused of being rude and hostile toward older adults
and of discriminating against them in the workplace. However, the
portrayal of the treatment young adults receive in society relative
to older adults varied by condition.

In the competitive victimhood condition, the article claimed
that, although young adults discriminate against older adults,
young adults themselves experience a comparable amount of age-
based discrimination. This version of the article contained pas-
sages like, “Compared to older adults, young adults tend to have
much lower incomes, and they also have less social power. Young
adults are less likely than older adults to be in positions of
authority.” In the no competitive victimhood condition, the article
did not allude to any victimization experienced by young adults as
a result of their age group. Instead, following past collective guilt
research (see Miron, Branscombe, & Schmitt, 2006), the article
highlighted the privileges that young adults experience relative to
older adults. This version of the article contained passages like,
“Youth is valued in the United States, and the media, popular
culture, and most workplaces are all built around the needs and
interests of younger adults.” It should be stressed that the amount
and type of discrimination perpetrated by young adults against
older adults was the same across conditions.

Manipulation checks. After reading the article, participants
completed three items testing the effectiveness of the manipula-
tion. Specifically, participants indicated their level of agreement
(on 7-point scales) with three statements concerning the content of
the article: “According to the article, older adults experience
discrimination in this country,” “According to the article, young
adults are a high-status age group,” and “According to the article,
older adults are a high-status age group.” The last two items were
intended to determine whether we effectively induced a sense of
competitive victimhood in participants; those participants exposed
to a competitive victimhood claim should believe that young adults
are a relatively low-status group and that older adults are a rela-
tively high-status group.

Stigma reversal. Participants then completed a slightly mod-
ified version of the stigma reversal scale used in Study 4, consist-
ing of three items: “Many people seem to think that, because I’m
a young adult, I should feel guilty for the suffering of older adults
who are discriminated against,” “Many people seem to think that,
because I’m a young adult, I’m somehow less moral than older
adults,” and “Many people seem to think that, because I’m a young
adult, I should feel a sense of responsibility for bad outcomes
experienced by older adults.” Responses to these items were av-
eraged to form a single composite measure of stigma reversal (� �
.63).

Collective guilt. Finally, participants completed a four-item
collective guilt measure similar to that used in prior research
(Branscombe, Slugoski, & Kappen, 2004). Participants indicated

their agreement with statements such as, “I feel guilty about young
adults’ harmful actions toward older adults” (1 � strongly dis-
agree, 7 � strongly agree). Collective guilt scores were calculated
as the mean response across all items (� � .93), with higher scores
indicating greater collective guilt.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. To test the effectiveness of our ma-
nipulation, we performed t tests (competitive victimhood: yes vs.
no) on each of our manipulation check items. As expected, there
was no difference in agreement with the statement, “According to
the article, older adults experience discrimination in this country,”
between participants in the competitive victimhood (M � 5.96,
SD � 1.22) and no competitive victimhood conditions (M � 5.92,
SD � 0.98), t � 1, p � .90. On the item, “According to the article,
young adults are a high-status age group,” participants in the
competitive victimhood condition agreed much less strongly (M �
1.85, SD � 1.32) compared with participants in the other condition
(M � 5.92, SD � 1.50), t(50) � 10.43, p � .001. Conversely, for
the statement, “According to the article, older adults are a high-
status age group,” participants exposed to a competitive victim-
hood claim agreed more strongly (M � 4.46, SD � 1.96) than
participants in the other condition (M � 2.23, SD � 1.48), t(50) �
4.63, p � .001. This pattern of results strongly suggests that our
competitive victimhood induction effectively created a sense of
relative deprivation in our participants compared with older adults.

Stigma reversal. Performing a t test on our stigma reversal
measure revealed that participants in the competitive victimhood
condition perceived less stigma reversal (M � 3.26, SD � 1.13)
compared with participants in the no competitive victimhood con-
dition (M � 4.37, SD � 1.16), t(50) � 3.51, p � .01, d � .97.

Collective guilt. Also supporting predictions, participants in
the competitive victimhood condition experienced less collective
guilt (M � 3.55, SD � 1.84) compared with participants in the no
competitive victimhood condition (M � 4.67, SD � 1.87), t(50) �
2.19, p � .03, d � .60.

We also conducted our primary analyses as ANCOVAs with
political orientation entered as the covariate. In these analyses the
effects of condition on both stigma reversal and collective guilt
remained significant, ps � .04.

The results of Study 5 support our guiding hypothesis that
competitive victimhood claims made on behalf of one’s ingroup
protect the group’s moral social identity and buffer the individual
against experiences of collective guilt. Young adults who were
accused of discriminating against older adults in the absence of
any information about the suffering of their group scored higher on
measures of stigma reversal and collective guilt compared with
young adults who were accused of the same harm doing but who
were also told that their age group suffers compared with older
adults. These results complement Study 4, which showed that
individuals are motivated to engage in competitive victimhood as
a function of perceived stigma reversal, by reversing this causal
direction and demonstrating that competitive victimhood claims
alleviate stigma reversal. More generally, the results complement
Studies 1 through 4—which showed that competitive victimhood
claims can be a response to accusations of harm doing—by show-
ing that competitive victimhood claims can also moderate experi-
entially negative reactions to such accusations.
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General Discussion

Five studies examining four different intergroup contexts dem-
onstrated that, in response to accusations of ingroup harm doing,
members of high- and low-status groups compete for ingroup
victim status relative to the group they have been accused of
harming and that exposure to a competitive victimhood claim
made on behalf of one’s group reduces negative reactions to such
accusations. In Study 1, men exposed to a portrayal of women as
undeservedly victimized by men were more likely (than men
exposed to portrayals of women as nonvictimized or self-
victimized) to claim that men are discriminated against compared
with women. In Study 2, undergraduates accused of discriminating
against university staff were more likely (than undergraduates
exposed to portrayals of staff as victimized by administrators) to
claim that their group is discriminated against compared with staff.
In Study 3, women accused of discriminating against men were
more likely (than women exposed to a portrayal of men as self-
victimized) to claim that women are discriminated against com-
pared with men. In Study 4, Whites accused of victimizing Blacks
in the area of university admissions were more likely (than Whites
exposed to a portrayal of Asians as responsible for Blacks’ mis-
treatment) to claim that Whites are discriminated against in the
admissions process compared with Blacks. This effect was driven
by increased perceptions of stigma reversal among participants
exposed to a portrayal of Blacks as undeservedly victimized by
Whites. Finally, in Study 5, young adults who were accused of
discriminating against older adults but who were also told that they
have victim status relative to older adults showed lower percep-
tions of stigma reversal and reduced collective guilt compared with
young adults who were accused without also being accorded
victim status.

Taken together, these studies suggest that competitive victim-
hood is contingent on the threat implied by ingroup responsibility
for outgroup victimization and does not follow from information
suggesting that the outgroup itself or a third group is responsible
for the outgroup’s victimization. Furthermore, these studies
showed competitive victimhood to be independent of perceived
material benefits to be gained from making claims to victimization,
status concerns, group-based general negative affect, and noncom-
petitive perceptions of the ingroup or outgroup as generally vic-
timized.

Correlational research has already shown that groups involved
in open, intractable conflict engage in competition for greater
relative victim status. The present studies, however, are the first
experimental demonstrations that people will engage in more
competitive victimhood as a response to evidence that their group
has committed illegitimate harm, in contexts that do not involve
explicit intergroup violence (indeed, in Study 2 competitive vic-
timhood occurred in a context almost completely devoid of any
real historical backdrop of intergroup conflict). These studies point
to interesting avenues for future study and possess broader impli-
cations for intergroup relations and social justice.

Directions for Future Research

The present findings point to several potential avenues for future
research. For instance, in the present studies, we focused primarily
(in four out of five studies) on competitive victimhood processes

among high-status group members. We did this for two reasons.
First, as mentioned earlier, high-status groups provide a particu-
larly strong and counterintuitive test of the competitive victimhood
hypothesis. Members of these groups do not typically think of
themselves as victimized and experience reality constraints when
making claims to relative victimhood that low-status group mem-
bers do not experience. This latter point is reinforced by the fact
that in Studies 1, 2, and 4—which measured competitive victim-
hood among high-status group members—mean levels of compet-
itive victimhood across conditions were all below the scale mid-
point, whereas in Study 3 members of a relatively low-status group
(women) scored, on average, above the scale midpoint across
conditions. It is interesting that, despite a general reluctance on the
part of high-status group members to claim that they are victimized
as much as a low-status group, they nevertheless elevate their
claims to relative victim status under threat. Our second reason for
focusing on high-status groups is that the adoption of competitive
victimhood as a defensive strategy by members of such groups
may have a particularly corrosive effect in the social–political
arena, a possibility we discuss in more detail later.

Despite our general focus on this process among high-status
groups, Study 3 demonstrated that members of a low-status group
will also engage in competitive victimhood under threat, and Study
5 examined the outcomes of competitive victimhood among a
group with somewhat ambiguous social status (young adults).
Future research should consider in more detail the present phe-
nomenon from the perspective of marginalized groups. For in-
stance, while Study 4 demonstrates that, for high-status group
members, stigma reversal mediates the effect of an accusation on
competitive victimhood, the psychological process behind com-
petitive victimhood among lower status groups would likely differ.
Marginalized group members are less likely to actually encounter
information accusing them of causing the suffering of high-status
groups, and when they do encounter such information, they are
probably less likely to see it as indicative of a general expectation
on the part of society that they feel guilty for the suffering of
high-status group members. It is possible that low-status group
members may instead engage in competitive victimhood as a
function of a sense of injustice they feel when accused of harming
a high-status group. Future studies in this area would need to take
into account the different motivational processes that might un-
derpin competitive victimhood in high- and low-status groups.

Future studies should also examine situational moderators of the
use of competitive victimhood as a defense against moral identity
threat. Although competitive victimhood is one means of respond-
ing to an accusation of illegitimate harm doing, it might not always
be the preferred strategy for coping with such threats. In this
regard, it is important to recognize that despite the relative rise in
the positive moral status of victimhood, modern attitudes toward
this concept remain quite complex. Even in modern society, vic-
timhood is often accompanied by stigmatization, and making
attributions to group victimization for personal outcomes is often
criticized as playing the victim card (Cole, 2007) and results in
negative evaluations of the claimant even by other ingroup mem-
bers (Garcia, Horstman Reser, Amo, Redersdorff, & Branscombe,
2005). It remains to be determined whether members of high-status
groups making claims to relative victim status suffer the same
forms of stigmatization experienced by low-status groups attempt-
ing to claim victimhood. Because of occasionally ambivalent at-
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titudes toward victimhood, people may hesitate to use this strategy
if they feel that their claim to relative victim status might be
subjected to scrutiny, meaning they would be called on to produce
specific evidence of their group’s victimhood, or if they feel that
they might be stigmatized as a result of this claim.

Another interesting moderator of competitive victimhood pro-
cesses might be the source of the accusation of ingroup harm
doing. The fact that Study 4 shows that competitive victimhood
among high-status group members is mediated by perceived
stigma reversal suggests this possibility. Specifically, it may be the
case that competitive victimhood is most likely to occur when
group members perceive that society as a whole—rather than only
the victimized outgroup in question—is accusing their group of
immoral actions. In the majority of the present studies (Studies 1
and 3–5), our outgroup portrayal manipulations came in the form
of articles designed to represent an objective third-party perspec-
tive that could be considered representative of the opinion of
society as a whole. Study 2 shows that competitive victimhood can
also occur in response to a complaint lodged directly by the
victimized outgroup (in this case, university staff writing a letter to
the chancellor). However, in no study did we directly manipulate
the alleged source of the accusation, an interesting possibility for
future research.

It may also be informative to further examine the relationship
between political orientation and competitive victimhood. We
assessed both political orientation and competitive victimhood in
two of the present studies and found that it was significantly
related to competitive victimhood in Study 3 (r � .34) and non-
significantly related in Study 4 (r � .23). Interestingly, because the
meaning of the scale anchors was reversed in the two studies, these
correlations imply that in Study 3—in the context of women
making claims to relative discrimination—greater competitive vic-
timhood was associated with greater political liberalism, whereas
in Study 4—in the context of reverse discrimination claims in
university admissions—greater competitive victimhood was asso-
ciated (nonsignificantly) with greater political conservatism. In the
present research, we were primarily interested in demonstrating
that the effects of moral identity threats on competitive victimhood
hold even when controlling for political orientation. However,
future studies might investigate in more detail how political ori-
entation influences the defensive use of competitive victimhood
and how this influence might differ depending on the broader
context. In general, the present findings suggest that competitive
victimhood is not uniquely used by people from only one side of
the political spectrum.

Broader Implications

Conceptions of the ingroup as collectively victimized have not
historically formed an important aspect of the social identity of
high-status group members (Nealon, 2000). We should point out
that our findings do not suggest that accusations of ingroup harm
doing increase the extent to which high-status group members
ascribe a global victim identity to their group. Study 2, in partic-
ular, showed that a moral social identity threat increased compet-
itive but not general, noncompetitive claims to ingroup victim
status among members of a high-status group. This suggests that
competitive victimhood (as investigated in the present research) is
a strategy adopted by group members to deal with a situationally

induced threat to the group’s moral identity and not a pure indi-
cator of the extent to which they see their group as a victim group
(although it should be noted that we did find a positive association
between competitive victimhood and noncompetitive ratings of
ingroup victimization in Study 3).

This does not imply, however, that the strategic use of compet-
itive victimhood does not have important social consequences.
Competition for relative victim status on the part of high-status
groups may present a serious impediment to improving the situa-
tion of lower status groups in society (Killian, 1985; Nealon,
2000). As the aforementioned research by Zitek et al. (2010) and
Wohl and Branscombe (2008, 2009) shows, perceiving the ingroup
as relatively victimized can elicit feelings of entitlement as well as
forgiveness for ingroup transgressions and reduce empathic reac-
tions to the suffering of others. Indeed, in Study 5, exposure to a
competitive victimhood claim on behalf of one’s group reduced
perceptions of stigma reversal and feelings of collective guilt
associated with ingroup harm doing. If dominant group members
are indeed experiencing a heightened sense of ingroup righteous-
ness as a result of competitive victimhood processes, this should
decrease their motivation to take action to aid more objectively
victimized groups in society.

The present work also has important implications for members
of victimized groups and their (public) relationship to their vic-
timhood. Given that high-status group members may respond to
lower status groups’ grievances with competitive victimhood, the
question for minority groups is whether presenting the ingroup’s
image as victimized is an effective means of achieving positive
social change.

To take the oppression of women as an example, feminist
thinkers have debated this very issue extensively (for a review, see
Stringer, 2000). Some critics (e.g., Roiphe, 1993; Wolf, 1993) of
mainstream feminism have argued that modern women’s search
for greater equality has been publicly framed and understood too
much in terms of a nonproductive identity politics of collective
victimhood. On the other hand, scholars like Brown (1995) have
questioned whether or not the project of acknowledging and elim-
inating the oppression of women is possible without women as a
group making claims to victimhood and establishing an identity
that is at least partially founded in an awareness of their victim-
ization. Although establishing a positive, legitimate victim identity
may be a critical step in the advancement of victimized groups, it
is important to recognize that claims to such an identity may be
countered by competitive victimhood from the dominant outgroup.
New means of conceptualizing victimhood and breaking cycles of
competition for victim status should be developed to improve
relations between groups and the lives of society’s true victims.

References

Bar-Tal, D., Chernyak-Hai, L., Schori, N., & Gundar, A. (2009). A sense
of self-perceived collective victimhood in intractable conflicts. Interna-
tional Review of the Red Cross, 91, 229 –284. doi:10.1017/
S1816383109990221

Bess, J. L., & Dee, J. R. (2008). Understanding college and university
organization (Vol. 2). Sterling, VA: Stylus.

Branscombe, N. R. (1998). Thinking about one’s gender group’s privileges
or disadvantages: Consequences for well-being in women and men.
British Journal of Social Psychology, 37, 167–184. doi:10.1111/j.2044-
8309.1998.tb01163.x

793COMPETITIVE VICTIMHOOD



Branscombe, N. R., Ellemers, N., Spears, R., & Doosje, B. (1999). The
context and content of social identity threat. In N. Ellemers, R. Spears,
& B. Doosje (Eds.), Social identity: Context, commitment, content (pp.
35–58). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Branscombe, N. R., & Miron, A. M. (2004). Interpreting the ingroup’s
negative actions toward another group: Emotional reactions to perceived
harm. In L. Z. Tiedens & C. W. Leach (Eds.), The social life of emotions
(pp. 314–335). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. doi:
10.1017/CBO9780511819568.017

Branscombe, N. R., Schmitt, M. T., & Schiffhauer, K. (2007). Racial
attitudes in response to thoughts of White privilege. European Journal
of Social Psychology, 37, 203–215. doi:10.1002/ejsp.348

Branscombe, N. R., Slugoski, B., & Kappen, D. M. (2004). The measure-
ment of collective guilt: What it is and what it is not. In N. R.
Branscombe & B. Doosje (Eds.), Collective guilt: International perspec-
tives (pp. 16–34). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Brown, W. (1995). States of injury: Power and freedom in late modernity.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Cole, A. M. (2007). The cult of true victimhood. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
University Press.

Cudd, A. E. (2006). Analyzing oppression. New York, NY: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. doi:10.1093/0195187431.001.0001

Doosje, B., Branscombe, N. R., Spears, R., & Manstead, A. S. (1998).
Guilty by association: When one’s group has a negative history. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 872–886. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.75.4.872

D’Souza, D. (1991). Illiberal education: The politics of race and sex on
campus. New York, NY: Free Press.

Ellemers, N., & Barreto, M. (2009). Maintaining the illusion of meritoc-
racy: How men and women interactively sustain gender inequality at
work. In S. Demoulin, J. Leyens, & J. F. Dovidio (Eds.), Intergroup
misunderstandings: Impact of divergent social realities (pp. 191–212).
New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Ellemers, N., Pagliaro, S., Barreto, M., & Leach, C. W. (2008). Is it better
to be moral than smart? The effects of morality and competence norms
on decisions to work at group status improvement. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 95, 1397–1410. doi:10.1037/a0012628

Epenshade, T. J., & Radford, A. W. (2009). No longer separate, not yet
equal: Race and class in elite college admission and campus life.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Fassin, D., & Rechtman, R. (2009). Empire of trauma: An inquiry into the
condition of victimhood (R. Gomme, Trans.). Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Featherstone, M., & Hepworth, M. (2005). Images of ageing: Cultural
representations of later life. In M. L. Johnson (Ed.), The Cambridge
handbook of age and ageing (pp. 354–362). New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press.

Gallagher, C. A. (2003). White reconstruction in the university. In M. S.
Kimmel & A. L. Ferber (Eds.), Privilege: A reader (pp. 299–318).
Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Garcia, D. M., Horstman Reser, A., Amo, R. B., Redersdorff, S., &
Branscombe, N. R. (2005). Perceivers’ responses to in-group and out-
group members who blame a negative outcome on discrimination. Per-
sonality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31, 769–780. doi:10.1177/
0146167204271584

Garstka, T. A., Hummert, M. L., & Branscombe, N. R. (2005). Perceiving
age discrimination in response to intergenerational inequality. Journal of
Social Issues, 61, 321–342. doi:10.1111/j.1540-4560.2005.00408.x

Garstka, T. A., Schmitt, M. T., Branscombe, N. R., & Hummert, M. L.
(2004). How young adults and older adults differ in their responses to
perceived age discrimination. Psychology and Aging, 19, 326–335.
doi:10.1037/0882-7974.19.2.326

Gates, D. (1993, March 29). White male paranoia. Newsweek, pp. 48–53.
Gittell, R. (2009). Constrained choices and persistent gender inequality:

The economic status of working women in a high-income, low-poverty
state with lessons for others. American Behavioral Scientist, 53, 170–
192. doi:10.1177/0002764209346697

Jost, J. T., & Kay, A. C. (2005). Exposure to benevolent sexism and
complementary gender stereotypes: Consequences for specific and dif-
fuse forms of system justification. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 88, 498–509. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.88.3.498

Killian, L. M. (1985). The stigma of race: Who now bears the mark of
Cain? Symbolic Interaction, 8, 1–14. doi:10.1525/si.1985.8.1.1

Kobrynowicz, D., & Branscombe, N. R. (1997). Who considers themselves
victims of discrimination? Individual difference predictors of perceived
gender discrimination in women and men. Psychology of Women Quar-
terly, 21, 347–363. doi:10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00118.x

Krueger, A. B., Rothstein, J., & Turner, S. (2006). Race, income, and
college in 25 years: Evaluating Justice O’Connor’s conjecture. American
Law and Economics Review, 8, 282–311. doi:10.1093/aler/ahl004

Ladewski, K. (2010). Preserving a racial hierarchy: A legal analysis of the
disparate impact of legacy preferences in university admissions. Mich-
igan Law Review, 108, 577–601.

Leach, C. W., Ellemers, N., & Barreto, M. (2007). Group virtue: The
importance of morality (vs. competence and sociability) in the positive
evaluation of in-groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
93, 234–249. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.93.2.234

Lynch, F. R. (1989). Invisible victims: White males and the crisis of
affirmative action. New York, NY: Greenwood Press.

Mahalingam, R. (2007). Essentialism, power, and the representation of
social categories: A folk sociology perspective. Human Development,
50, 300–319. doi:10.1159/000109832

Miron, A., Branscombe, N. R., & Schmitt, M. T. (2006). Collective guilt
as distress over illegitimate inequality. Group Processes and Intergroup
Relations, 9, 163–180. doi:10.1177/1368430206062075

Monin, B. (2007). Holier than me? Threatening social comparison in the
moral domain. Revue Internationale de Psychologie Sociale, 20, 53–68.
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