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Article

Being a member of a stigmatized group can have multiple 
negative consequences. Members of stigmatized groups are 
often negatively stereotyped (Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & 
Davies, 2004), recipients of negative emotional responses 
(Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005), and experience pervasive dis-
crimination in crucial life domains, including health, educa-
tion, employment, and social interactions (see Gouvier, 
Sytsma-Jordan, & Mayville, 2003; Major & O’Brien, 2005; 
Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002).

In the present article, we identify a more subtle conse-
quence of stigmatized group membership: Non-stigmatized 
group members may hold elevated expectations concerning 
the moral behavior that stigmatized group members should 
exhibit. Consistent with recent research on the meaning 
derived from victimization by third parties (Warner & 
Branscombe, 2012; Warner, Branscombe, Garczynski, & 
Solomon, 2011), we propose that stigmatized group members 
are expected to be more tolerant toward other disadvantaged 
groups relative to non-stigmatized group members. We argue 
that this is, in effect, an additional burden on the shoulders of 
the stigmatized. Indeed, such expectations can be seen as a 
subtle form of discrimination, with stigmatized groups facing 
greater social pressure to behave morally than the non-stig-
matized. We provide evidence of the higher moral expecta-
tions placed on stigmatized groups and examine the underlying 

processes that explain the negative judgment consequences 
that occur when such expectations are violated.

The Higher Moral Obligations (HMO) 
Hypothesis

Recent research has revealed that victims are often judged 
more harshly than non-victims when they are perceived as 
having acted immorally. This counterintuitive consequence 
of having a victimization history has been explained by 
observers’ need to make meaning of undeserved suffering 
and protect observers’ belief in a just world. For example, 
Warner and Branscombe (2012, Experiment 5) found that 
members of a victimized group were perceived as more 
obligated to help other unrelated victimized groups when 
participants believed that the original perpetrators of the 
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harm had not been punished (high justice threat condition) 
than when participants believed that the perpetrators had 
been punished (low justice threat condition). These findings 
are consistent with work by Anderson, Kay, and Fitzsimons 
(2010), who found that bestowing additional meaning on the 
lives of individuals who have suffered is a way of dealing 
with the threat to just world beliefs that victimization can 
elicit. Anderson et al. showed that participants whose justice 
motive was temporarily heightened perceived greater mean-
ing (i.e., a more fulfilling existence) in the life of someone 
who had experienced a tragedy compared with someone who 
had not experienced a tragedy.

These results suggest that thinking about the meaning of 
victimization can lead to the perception that victims have 
obligations to help others and to not do harm. Victims incur 
these obligations because of the meaning of victimization 
that observers generate when they focus on victims—that of 
becoming better people, particularly in terms of their moral-
ity (Branscombe, Warner, Klar, & Fernández, 2013). 
Believing that victims are better off than they would have 
been without suffering gives the suffering a purpose. Warner 
and Branscombe (2011) found that to the extent that people 
believe that victims derive benefits from their suffering, the 
more they are expected to refrain from harming others. Thus, 
reinterpreting the victim’s tragic experiences so that benefits 
are derived can be viewed as a strategy for dealing with the 
threat to justice that observers experience when confronted 
with injustice (Lerner, 1980).

Despite the consistent evidence that has been found sup-
porting the moral obligations hypothesis, existing studies 
have not tested the proposed underlying process (i.e., victims 
obtaining psychological benefits as a result of their suffer-
ing) by directly manipulating it. In line with recommenda-
tions for investigating mediation hypotheses (Spencer, 
Zanna, & Fong, 2005), we sought to not only obtain evidence 
that benefit finding mediates the HMO placed on stigmatized 
groups, but to also test the underlying process via its experi-
mental manipulation. Another important aim of the present 
research was to extend findings concerning HMO beyond 
victims of genocide or individual wrongdoing to the realm of 
social stigmatization.

The Present Research

Our first goal for the current research was to test whether the 
HMO hypothesis applies to stigmatized groups. Second, we 
sought to assess the judgment consequences when stigma-
tized group members violate observers’ moral expectations. 
Finally, we wanted to deepen our understanding of the pro-
cess underlying the HMO effect. In Experiment 1, we tested 
whether members of a group with a physical stigma (people 
with dwarfism) are expected to be more tolerant toward 
another stigmatized group (immigrants) relative to members 
of a non-stigmatized group. In Experiment 2, we assessed 
whether having overcome prior victimization is critical for 

the elevated moral expectations observed in Experiment 1. In 
Experiment 3, we investigated whether the HMO placed on a 
different stigmatized group (gay people) is mediated by 
expectations that they should have derived benefits from the 
discrimination they have suffered. In Experiment 4, we 
directly manipulate participants’ beliefs about the psycho-
logical strength that a stigmatized minority (gay people) 
derived from having experienced discrimination to assess the 
consequences when observers’ moral expectations are 
violated.

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we tested whether members of a highly 
stigmatized group (people with dwarfism), relative to mem-
bers of a non-stigmatized group (young people), are expected 
to be more tolerant toward another stigmatized minority 
(immigrants). After assessing participants’ expectations, we 
manipulated the actual attitudes that the target group (stig-
matized vs. non-stigmatized) holds toward immigrants. We 
predicted that participants would expect the stigmatized 
group to be more tolerant toward immigrants than the non-
stigmatized group. Participants’ expectancies should be con-
firmed more strongly when the stigmatized group displays a 
positive attitude toward another victimized minority com-
pared with when the non-stigmatized group does so. We also 
expected that a negative attitude on the part of the stigma-
tized group would be judged as more immoral than a nega-
tive attitude expressed by the non-stigmatized group. 
Although we expected that overall stronger negative emo-
tions would be evoked when attitudes toward immigrants are 
negative (rather than positive), we predicted that the process 
underlying these negative reactions would depend on 
whether the group expressing intolerance was stigmatized or 
not. In line with the HMO hypothesis, we predicted that neg-
ative emotional reactions toward those displaying a negative 
attitude would be driven by harsher moral judgments in the 
case of the stigmatized group, but not in the case of the non-
stigmatized group.

Method

Participants and design.  Ninety-four Spanish undergraduates 
participated in exchange for course credit. After dismissing 
those who were immigrants or had a physical disability, 89 
(73 women and 16 men, M age = 32.7, SD = 7.8) remained 
for the analysis. Participants were randomly assigned in a 2 
(target group: stigmatized vs. non-stigmatized) × 2 (attitude 
toward immigrants: positive vs. negative) between-subjects 
design.

Procedure.  The study was presented as assessing opinions 
about the results of prior research concerning the attitudes of 
different social groups in Spain toward immigrants. Partici-
pants were told that they would be receiving some of the 
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results from that research (which were actually fictitious), 
concerning one particular social group. Participants assigned 
to the stigmatized group condition were presented with 
results concerning the attitudes of people with dwarfism. 
Participants assigned to the non-stigmatized group condition 
were presented with the results concerning young people 
aged 17 to 23 years. Before seeing the results, participants 
first indicated their expectations about the attitudes that the 
specific target group would show toward immigrants. Subse-
quently, participants in the negative attitude condition 
learned that the target group’s attitude toward immigrants 
was negative (“70% of the [target] group think that illegal 
immigrants should be expelled out of Spain”). In contrast, 
participants in the positive attitude condition learned that the 
target group’s attitude toward immigrants was positive 
(“70% of the [target] group think that Spain should provide 
help and facilitate the integration of illegal immigrants in our 
society”). Once all measures were completed, participants 
were fully debriefed and thanked.

Measures.  Participants responded to all items on a scale 
ranging from 0 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree).

Expected attitude.  Prior to learning the target group’s atti-
tude toward immigrants, participants were asked to indicate 
to what extent they expected the attitude of the target group 
to be “Tolerant,” “Racist” (reverse-scored), “Generous,” 
“Biased” (reverse-scored), “Egalitarian,” and “Supportive,” 
alpha = .89.

Confirming expectancies.  After learning the target group’s 
ostensible attitude, participants were asked the extent to 
which the survey’s results had confirmed their previous 
expectancies: “To what extent do you agree the expectancies 
you had about [target group’s] attitude toward immigrants 
were confirmed.”

Negative emotions.  Participants reported how they felt 
after having learned the target group’s attitude toward immi-
grants on the following emotions: “Disappointed,” “Sad,” 
“In a good mood” (reverse-scored), “Cheerful” (reverse-
scored), “Angry,” “Happy” (reverse-scored), and “Uncom-
fortable,” alpha = .95.

Perceived morality of target group’s attitude.  Using a scale 
adapted from Truxillo, Bauer, and Sanchez (2001), partici-

pants were asked to indicate the extent to which the target 
group’s attitude toward immigrants was “Respectful,” 
“Immoral” (reverse-scored), “Disloyal” (reverse-scored), 
and “Objective,” alpha = .90.

Manipulation checks
Target group’s attitude toward immigrants.  A single item 

(“The [target] group has a negative attitude toward immi-
grants”) was used to check the attitude manipulation.

Perception of the target group as a disadvantaged minority.  Two 
items assessed whether the target group was perceived to be a 
disadvantaged minority (e.g., “The [target] group suffers dis-
crimination in our society”), r(88) = .72, p < .001.

Perception of immigrants as a disadvantaged minority.  One 
item tested our assumption that participants would perceive 
immigrants as a disadvantaged minority (“Immigrants suffer 
discrimination in our society”).

Results

Manipulation checks.  We conducted a 2 (target group: stig-
matized vs. non-stigmatized) × 2 (attitude toward immi-
grants: positive vs. negative) ANOVA on each measure. The 
main effect of the attitude manipulation indicated that par-
ticipants believed that a more negative attitude was expressed 
in the negative compared with the positive attitude condition, 
M = 4.28, SD = 1.42 versus M = 1.86, SD = 1.37, F(1, 85) = 
67.02, p < .001, η2 = .44. Neither the main effect of target 
group nor the interaction was significant, Fs < 1.19, ps > .28.

A significant main effect of target group indicated that par-
ticipants perceived the target group as more disadvantaged in 
the stigmatized compared with the non-stigmatized condition, 
M = 3.21, SD = 1.32 versus M = 0.62, SD = 0.91, F(1, 85) = 
120.37, p < .001, η2 = .59. Neither the main effect of attitude 
nor the interaction was significant, Fs < 1.78, ps > .19.

The measure assessing the extent to which immigrants 
suffer discrimination was higher than the midpoint of the 
scale (3), M = 4.39, SD = 1.36, t(88) = 9.65, p < .001, indicat-
ing that participants perceived immigrants as a disadvan-
taged minority. The ANOVA revealed no significant effects 
for this measure, Fs < 0.88, ps > .35.

Main analyses.  Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for 
each measure by condition.

Table 1.  Means and Standard Deviations of the Effects of Attitude Valence and Target Group Manipulations on the Dependent 
Measures, Experiment 1.

Expected attitude Confirming expectancies Perceived morality Negative emotions

  Stigmatized Non-stigmatized Stigmatized Non-stigmatized Stigmatized Non-stigmatized Stigmatized Non-stigmatized

Negative attitude 3.31 (0.75) 2.95 (0.75) 2.18 (1.44) 2.58 (1.72) 1.66 (0.76) 2.21 (0.79) 4.05 (0.87) 3.98 (0.89)
Positive attitude 3.57 (1.03) 2.86 (1.11) 3.47 (1.26) 2.38 (1.66) 4.68 (0.71) 4.24 (1.35) 1.27 (0.81) 0.98 (0.67)
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Expected attitude.  As predicted, there was a main effect of 
target group on expected attitude, F(1, 85) = 7.53, p < .01, 
η2 = .08. Participants expected members of the stigmatized 
group to have more positive attitudes toward immigrants than 
members of the non-stigmatized group, M = 3.43, SD = 0.89 
versus M = 2.91, SD = 0.94. Neither the attitude manipula-
tion nor the interaction was significant, Fs < 0.77, ps > .38.

Confirming expectancies.  Neither the main effect of tar-
get nor the attitude was significant, Fs < 2.70, ps > .10. As 
predicted, the target × attitude interaction was significant, 
F(1, 85) = 5.18, p < .05, η2 = .06. When the target group 
was stigmatized, a positive attitude confirmed participants’ 
expectancies to a greater degree than a negative attitude, M = 
3.47, SD = 1.26 versus M = 2.18, SD = 1.44, t(39) = 3.04, p 
< .01. When the target group was non-stigmatized, there was 
no significant difference in expectancy confirmation across 
conditions, M = 2.38, SD = 1.66 versus M = 2.58, SD = 1.72, 
for the positive and the negative attitudes, respectively, t(46) 
= 0.43, p = .67.

Perceived morality of the target group’s attitude.  The main 
effect of attitude was significant, F(1, 85) = 152.82, p < .001, 
η2 = .65, with the positive attitude (M = 4.44, SD = 1.12) 
being judged more moral than the negative attitude (M = 
1.95, SD = 0.82). The main effect of target group was not 
significant, F(1, 85) = 0.07, p = .79. As predicted, the tar-
get × attitude interaction was significant, F(1, 85) = 5.95, 
p < .05, η2 = .07. Participants rated the negative attitude of 
the stigmatized group as particularly low in morality (M = 
1.66), significantly lower than the negative attitude of the 
non-stigmatized group (M = 2.21), t(43) = −2.38, p < .05. 
The morality of the positive attitude did not significantly dif-
fer by target group, M = 4.68 versus M = 4.24, for the stig-
matized and the non-stigmatized group, respectively, p = .20.

Negative emotions.  Only the main effect of the attitude 
manipulation was significant, F(1, 85) = 279.01, p < .001, 
η2 = .77. Negative attitudes elicited more negative emotions 
than positive attitudes, M = 4.02, SD = 0.87 versus M = 1.11, 
SD = 0.74. Neither the main effect of the target group nor the 
interaction was significant, Fs < 1.07, ps > .30.

Underlying process.  We hypothesized that participants 
expected the stigmatized group to be more tolerant toward 
immigrants because victimized groups are judged according 
to a higher moral standard of conduct than non-victimized 
groups. We therefore predicted that the effect of express-
ing negative attitudes toward immigrants on perceivers’ 
emotions would be driven by the perceived morality of the 
target group’s attitude only for the stigmatized group. To 
test this hypothesis, we used Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS 
macro for SPSS, specifying Model 59. Table 2 shows the 
relevant output of the macro. The significant IV × Modera-
tor and Mediator × Moderator interactions on the mediator 

and dependent variable models, respectively, together with 
the signs of the coefficients, indicate that, as predicted, the 
indirect effect of an intolerant attitude on negative emotions 
through perceived morality was contingent on the modera-
tor, target group. Consistent with our hypothesis, while the 
indirect effect in the case of the stigmatized group was sig-
nificant (b = −.80, 95% confidence interval [CI] = [−1.324, 
−0.310], n boots = 5,000), it was not significant for the non-
stigmatized group (b = −.14, 95% CI = [−0.463, 0.099], n 
boots = 5,000). These results confirm that, as expected, the 
negative emotional reaction evoked by expressing negative 
attitudes toward immigrants was mediated by harsher moral 
judgments only in the case of the stigmatized group.

Discussion

Study 1 supported the hypothesis that perceivers apply more 
demanding moral standards to a stigmatized group (people 
with dwarfism) than a non-stigmatized group when it comes 
to judging their behavior toward another stigmatized minor-
ity (immigrants). Participants had expectations of greater tol-
erance on the part of the stigmatized group, and those 
expectations were disconfirmed when the stigmatized group 
showed negative attitudes toward another disadvantaged 
minority. Moreover, the negative attitude of the stigmatized 
group was seen as more immoral compared with when the 
same attitude was expressed by the non-stigmatized group. 
Participants reported a similar level of negative affect across 
the stigmatized and the non-stigmatized conditions. That is, 
although an intolerant attitude held by a stigmatized group 
was perceived as particularly immoral—in fact, more 
immoral than the same negative attitude held by a non-stig-
matized group—the emotional reaction toward those 
expressing the intolerance was equally negative despite the 
stigmatized condition of the target group. However, the process 

Table 2.  Outcome of the PROCESS Macro (Model 59) Used 
to Test Whether the Indirect Effect of the Attitude Valence 
Manipulation on Negative Emotions via Perceived Morality Was 
Contingent on the Target Group Manipulation, Experiment 1.

Variable B p

Mediator variable model
  Constant 3.20 .00
  Attitude manipulation (IV) 1.27 .00
  Target group manipulation (Moderator) 0.03 .79
  Attitude × Target group −0.25 .02
Dependent variable model
  Constant 3.64 .00
  Attitude manipulation (IV) −0.99 .00
  Target group manipulation (Moderator) −0.71 .03
  Attitude × Target group −0.37 .02
  Perceived morality (Mediator) −0.33 .00
  Perceived morality × Target group 0.19 .05

Note. IV = Independent Variable.
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underlying this negative emotional reaction was contingent 
on the stigmatized condition of the target group: The nega-
tive effect of intolerant attitudes toward immigrants on par-
ticipants’ emotional responses was mediated by the extent to 
which participants perceived the attitude of the stigmatized 
group as immoral. No such mediation by immorality was 
found in the non-stigmatized condition. Thus, the process 
responsible for observers’ negative emotions depends on 
whether the intolerant group is stigmatized or not. When the 
group that holds negative attitudes toward another disadvan-
taged minority is stigmatized, observers feel negative emo-
tions because they perceive the stigmatized group as immoral.

Experiment 2

According to the HMO hypothesis (Branscombe et al., 2013; 
Warner & Branscombe, 2012), the moral expectations placed 
on victims stem from observers’ desire to protect their belief 
in a just world, which is threatened by undeserved suffering. 
Therefore, expecting stigmatized groups to have improved as 
a consequence of their suffering provides meaning to their 
victimhood. If that is so, stigmatized group members should 
be held to a particularly high moral standard of conduct if 
they have had the opportunity to overcome their suffering 
and have therefore been able to derive benefits (i.e., by 
becoming better, stronger people) from the social stigmatiza-
tion they have experienced.

To test this hypothesis, we employed the same attitudes 
toward immigrants manipulation used in Experiment 1. In all 
conditions, the target group was people with dwarfism, but 
we varied whether this stigmatized group has overcome its 
early discrimination experience or not. We predicted that 
participants would expect the overcome stigmatized group to 
be more tolerant than the non-overcome stigmatized group. 
Furthermore, when this expectation is disconfirmed (i.e., 
when the group has overcome its suffering but their attitudes 
toward immigrants are still negative), participants should 
report having their expectancies more strongly violated, 
judge the intolerant attitude as particularly immoral, and feel 
negative emotions most strongly. Thus, we predicted an 
Overcome × Attitude interaction on expectancy violation, 
perceived morality, and negative emotions. Because we 
argue that the HMO hypothesis entails higher moral demands 
for victims, we also predicted that the expected interaction 
on negative emotions would be explained by the extent to 
which participants negatively evaluate the target group’s atti-
tude in terms of morality. That is, we predicted that the 
expected Overcome × Attitude interaction effect on negative 
emotions would be mediated by perceived morality.

Method

Participants and design.  Ninety-nine Spanish undergraduates 
participated for course credit. After dismissing those who 
were immigrants or had a physical disability, 91 (78 women 

and 13 men, M age = 30.6, SD = 7.0) remained for the analy-
sis. Participants were randomly assigned in a 2 (overcome 
victimization: overcome vs. non-overcome) × 2 (attitude 
toward a stigmatized minority: negative vs. positive) 
between-subjects design.

Procedure.  Participants in all conditions were first presented 
with a summary of the results of ostensibly prior research 
indicating that people with dwarfism encounter high levels 
of discrimination and social exclusion during their childhood 
and adolescence. Participants were given fictitious data 
about the group’s early suffering, for example, “82.4% of 
people with dwarfism have faced serious difficulties in their 
relations with peers during childhood.”

The overcome versus non-overcome manipulation.  Par-
ticipants then received information concerning the con-
sequences of this past discrimination for people with 
dwarfism as adults. Participants in the overcome condi-
tion learned that the majority of adults with dwarfism have 
overcome all negative consequences of past discrimination, 
while participants in the non-overcome condition learned 
that the majority of adults with dwarfism have not over-
come this past discrimination. We provided some fictitious 
data to support this conclusion, which was supposedly 
obtained from a representative sample of adults with dwarf-
ism, for example, “the majority of adults with dwarfism 
(73.4%) state that they are highly satisfied with their lives” 
(overcome condition) versus “the majority of adults with 
dwarfism (73.4%) state that they are highly unsatisfied with 
their lives” (non-overcome condition). As in Experiment 1, 
participants at this point indicated their expectations con-
cerning this group’s attitude toward another stigmatized 
minority.

Manipulation of the group’s attitude.  Participants were pro-
vided with the results of fictitious research concerning the 
attitudes of adults with dwarfism toward immigrants, which 
were described as positive or negative. After completing the 
dependent measures, participants were fully debriefed and 
thanked.

Measures.  As in Experiment 1, participants completed mea-
sures assessing the expected attitude of the target group, the 
degree to which their expectancies were confirmed, per-
ceived morality of the target group’s attitude, and negative 
emotions (all αs greater than .85). All scales ranged from 0 
(totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree) and were identical to 
those used in Experiment 1, except for confirming expectan-
cies, which in Experiment 2 consisted of two items: “The 
results of the research confirmed my expectancies about 
how the attitude of people with dwarfism toward immi-
grants was going to be”; and “The attitude of people with 
dwarfism toward immigrants has surprised me” (reverse-
scored), r(90) = .76, p < .001.
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Manipulation checks.  The same measures as in Experiment 1 
were used to check the attitude manipulation and to confirm 
that participants considered immigrants a disadvantaged 
minority. To assess whether the overcome manipulation was 
effective, we asked participants to indicate the extent to 
which they agreed with the following item: “The majority of 
people with dwarfism are able to overcome the social prob-
lems they had with peers during childhood and adolescence.” 
Finally, we included one item assessing whether participants 
perceived people with dwarfism as having suffered discrimi-
nation in the past (“People with dwarfism suffer discrimina-
tion during their childhood and adolescence”).

Results

Manipulation checks.  The 2 (overcome victimization) × 2 
(attitude toward immigrants) ANOVA on the target group’s 
attitude toward immigrants revealed that participants in the 
negative attitude condition perceived the group’s attitude as 
more negative (M = 0.98, SD = 0.84) than participants in the 
positive condition (M = 4.35, SD = 1.49), F(1, 87) = 211.54, 
p < .001, η2 = .71. A main effect of the overcome manipula-
tion also emerged with participants in the overcome condi-
tion perceiving the attitude of the target group as more 
negative than participants in the non-overcome condition, M 
= 2.98, SD = 2.11 versus M = 2.17, SD = 1.97, F(1, 87) = 
13.84, p < .001, η2 = .14, and the interaction was marginally 
significant, F(1, 87) = 3.06, p = .08, η2 = .03. A follow-up 
analysis indicated that, when the attitude was negative, par-
ticipants perceived it as more negative when the group had 
overcome its suffering than when the group had not over-
come, M = 5.00, SD = 0.77 versus M = 3.73, SD = 1.75, t(41) 
= 3.06, p < .01. When the attitude was positive, this differ-
ence was marginally significant, M = 1.21, SD = 0.98 versus 
M = 0.75, SD = 0.61, t(46) = 1.95, p = .06. This is consistent 
with our HMO hypothesis: The negative attitude toward a 
disadvantaged minority by a stigmatized group that has over-
come its past suffering tended to be perceived as particularly 
negative.

The 2 × 2 ANOVA on the overcome manipulation check 
revealed a significant main effect of the overcome factor, 
F(1, 87) = 18.57, p < .001, η2 = .18. Participants in the over-
come condition agreed that the group had overcome their 
past victimization more than participants in the non-over-
come condition, M = 3.56, SD = 1.41 versus M = 2.24, SD = 

1.48, p < .001. Neither the main effect of the attitude manipu-
lation nor the interaction was significant, Fs < 0.06, ps > .82.

Both the indexes assessing whether people with dwarfism 
have suffered discrimination in the past and whether immi-
grants in Spain suffer discrimination were higher than the 
scale midpoint (3), M = 4.98, SD = 1.15, t(93) = 16.34, p < 
.001 and M = 4.51, SD = 1.19, t(93) = 12.10, p < .001, respec-
tively. The 2 × 2 ANOVAs on these measures revealed no 
significant effects (Fs < 1.18, ps > .28).

Main analyses.  Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for 
all measures.

Expected attitude.  Consistent with our hypothesis, the 
overcome manipulation significantly affected participants’ 
expectancies for the target group’s attitude toward another 
stigmatized group, F(1, 87) = 15.27, p < .001, η2 = .15. Par-
ticipants in the overcome condition expected more positive 
attitudes than participants in the non-overcome condition, 
M = 4.17, SD = 0.88 versus M = 3.38, SD = 1.05. Because 
this measure preceded the attitude manipulation, the attitude 
expressed had no effect on this variable, F(1, 87) = 2.50,  
p = .12.

Confirming expectancies.  Participants’ expectancies were 
confirmed more strongly when the attitude was positive 
than when it was negative, M = 3.49, SD = 1.53 versus M = 
1.56, SD = 1.57, F(1, 87) = 44.27, p < .001, η2 = .34. There 
was no main effect of the overcome manipulation, F(1, 87) 
= 1.69, p = .20, but, as predicted, the Overcome × Attitude 
interaction was significant, F(1, 87) = 21.52, p < .001, η2 = 
.20. When the attitude expressed was positive, participants 
in the overcome condition reported that their expectancies 
were confirmed more so than in the non-overcome condi-
tion, M = 3.98 versus M = 3.00, t(46) = −2.31, p < .05. When 
the attitude was negative, the opposite pattern was found: 
Participants reported their expectancies to be disconfirmed 
in the overcome condition compared with the non-overcome 
condition, M = 0.67 versus M = 2.41, t(41) = 4.34, p < .001.

Perceived morality of the target group’s attitude.  There was 
a significant main effect of attitude, F(1, 87) = 168.17, p < 
.001, η2 = .66, with a positive attitude being judged more 
moral than the negative attitude, M = 4.76, SD = 0.75 versus 
M = 2.24, SD = 1.14. Although the main effect of overcome 

Table 3.  Means and Standard Deviations of the Effects of Attitude Valence and Overcome Manipulations on the Dependent Measures, 
Experiment 2.

Expected attitude Confirming expectancies Perceived morality Negative emotions

  Overcome Non-overcome Overcome Non-overcome Overcome Non-overcome Overcome Non-overcome

Negative attitude 4.32 (0.82) 3.57 (1.14) 0.67 (0.84) 2.41 (1.65) 1.88 (0.77) 2.59 (1.33) 4.00 (0.80) 3.10 (1.04)
Positive attitude 4.04 (0.94) 3.20 (0.95) 3.98 (1.42) 3.00 (1.51) 4.83 (0.71) 4.69 (0.79) 1.31 (0.86) 1.33 (0.99)
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was not significant, F(1, 87) = 2.10, p = .15, the Overcome 
× Attitude interaction was F(1, 87) = 4.83, p < .05, η2 = .05. 
Participants rated the negative attitude of the overcome stig-
matized group as significantly less moral than the negative 
attitude of the non-overcome stigmatized group, M = 1.88 
versus M = 2.59, t(41) = −2.13, p < .05. The positive attitude 
was seen as equally moral regardless of whether the stigma-
tized group had overcome or not, M = 4.83 versus M = 4.69, 
t(46) = 0.67, p = .50.

Negative emotions.  The main effect of the attitude manip-
ulation indicated that negative attitudes evoked more nega-
tive emotions than positive attitudes, M = 3.54, SD = 1.03 
versus M = 1.32, SD = 0.92, F(1, 87) = 130.68, p < .001, η2 = 
.60. There was also a significant main effect of the overcome 
manipulation, with the overcome stigmatized group evoking 
more negative emotions than the non-overcome, M = 2.57, 
SD = 1.59 versus M = 2.18, SD = 1.34, F(1, 87) = 5.09, p < 
.05, η2 = .06. As predicted, these main effects were qualified 
by the Overcome × Attitude interaction, F(1, 87) = 5.65, p < 
.05, η2 = .06. Participants reported more negative emotions 
when the stigmatized group had a negative attitude toward 
immigrants and had overcome their suffering than when the 
stigmatized group had a negative attitude but had not over-
come their past, M = 4.00 versus M = 3.10, t(41) = −3.18, p < 
.01. However, there was no difference in negative emotions 
between the overcome and the non-overcome conditions 

when the attitude was positive, M = 1.31 versus M = 1.33, 
t(46) = 0.09, p = .93.

Underlying process.  We argue that the Overcome × Atti-
tude interaction effect on participants’ negative emotions is 
due to the overcome stigmatized group being judged accord-
ing to a harsher moral standard. To test this hypothesis, we 
followed Hayes (2012) and specified Model 8 in the PRO-
CESS macro. Figure 1 summarizes the results relevant to the 
test of mediated moderation. When controlling for the main 
effects of both manipulations, the Overcome × Attitude inter-
action predicted perceived morality, and greater morality in 
turn reduced negative emotions. Indicating mediated mod-
eration, the direct effect of the Overcome × Attitude interac-
tion on negative emotions when the mediator was included in 
the model became non-significant and the indirect effect was 
significant, b = −.14, 95% CI = [−0.280, −0.021], n boots = 
5,000.

Discussion

Experiment 2 revealed that, when a stigmatized group was 
believed to have overcome its past suffering but was intoler-
ant toward another stigmatized minority, participants judged 
their attitude as more immoral and reported feeling higher 
levels of negative emotions compared with when the stigma-
tized group was intolerant but had not overcome its past 

Figure 1.  Experiment 2 test for mediated moderation, indicating that the Overcome × Attitude interaction effect on negative emotions 
was mediated by perceived morality of the target group’s attitude.
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victimization. Overcoming past victimization was therefore 
a crucial moderator of the extent to which observers 
expected stigmatized groups to be tolerant toward another 
disadvantaged group. These results suggest that a process 
of making meaning of underserved suffering underlies the 
HMO placed on stigmatized group members. We argue that 
overcoming past victimization is perceived by observers as 
a form of personal growth. Because of this, those stigma-
tized group members who have overcome their prior suffer-
ing are seen by majority group members as having gained 
benefits, which in turn leads to expectations of more moral 
conduct by the overcome stigmatized minority. There is, 
however, an important limitation of Experiments 1 and 2 
with regard to our argument: We did not directly measure 
nor manipulate observer benefit finding in either study. A 
second limitation concerns the generalizability of these 
results, as we have focused only on one stigmatized minor-
ity (people with dwarfism). With the aim of addressing 
these limitations, we conducted two additional studies. In 
Experiment 3, we measured the extent to which members of 
a different stigmatized minority—gay people—were 
expected to derive psychological benefits from their dis-
crimination experiences and expectations of tolerance 
toward immigrants relative to non-stigmatized groups. In 
Experiment 4, we directly manipulated participants’ beliefs 
concerning the growth and strength derived as a conse-
quence of gay people having experienced discrimination. 
We then tested whether participants’ tolerance expectancies 
were contingent on derived benefits and whether violating 
those expectancies has negative consequences for responses 
to the stigmatized group.

Experiment 3

Bestowing additional meaning on victimized individuals is a 
way of dealing with the threat to just world beliefs that vic-
timization can elicit (Anderson et al., 2010). Expecting stig-
matized group members to grow in terms of their 
psychological strength and become more moral persons 
capable of dealing with adversity than the non-stigmatized 
can be explained by majority group members’ need to make 
meaning of undeserved suffering (Warner & Branscombe, 
2011). If victimized individuals are expected to gain in moral 
character as a consequence of their suffering, they will be 
expected to behave accordingly, that is, to be more tolerant 
and generous toward others. Therefore, expecting members 
of stigmatized minorities to obtain psychological benefits as 
a result of their suffering (e.g., becoming stronger and more 
moral people) should mediate perceivers’ higher expecta-
tions that stigmatized group members will be generous in 
their treatment of others who have suffered discrimination. 
To test this hypothesis, we measured the extent to which 
members of a stigmatized minority (gay people) are expected 
to gain psychological benefits from experiences associated 
with their group membership compared with two non-stig-
matized minorities (civil servants and bank employees). We 

also measured the extent to which each group was expected 
to have a positive attitude toward immigrants and predicted 
greater expectations of tolerance for the stigmatized group 
than the non-stigmatized group. This expectation of toler-
ance for the stigmatized group should be driven by the per-
ceived benefits derived from their suffering compared with 
non-stigmatized groups.

Method

Participants.  In all, 105 Spanish undergraduates participated 
in exchange for course credit. After excluding those who 
belonged to one of the groups involved in the manipulations 
(i.e., gay people, civil servants, bank employees, or immi-
grants), 96 participants (62 women and 34 men, M age = 
36.0, SD = 10.3) remained.

Procedure and materials.  Similar to Experiments 1 and 2, 
participants were presented with the results of a study about 
the attitudes that different groups in society hold toward 
immigrants. Participants were told that they would read the 
results concerning only one of the many groups assessed. In 
reality, participants were randomly assigned to read about 
the attitudes of one of three groups: one stigmatized (gay 
people, n = 34) or one of two non-stigmatized (civil ser-
vants, n = 30, or bank employees, n = 32). We chose civil 
servants and bank employees as comparison groups because 
they are non-stigmatized and are regarded as out-group cat-
egories for our university student participants. Upon com-
pletion of the materials, participants were fully debriefed 
and thanked.

Unless stated otherwise, all items were rated on a scale 
ranging from 0 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree). 
Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which the 
experiences associated with being a member of [the target 
group] make members of this group: “Stronger, more resistant 
to pain and suffering,” “Especially motivated to improve 
themselves,” “People who appreciate and value life very 
much,” “More sensitive to the needs of others,” “People who 
have particularly high moral qualities,” and “Better persons in 
terms of their moral qualities” (α = .92). Once participants 
completed this benefits of group membership scale, they indi-
cated the extent to which they expected the [the target group’s] 
attitude toward immigrants to be “Tolerant,” “Biased” 
(reverse-scored “Egalitarian,” “Sympathetic,” and “Generous” 
(α = .86). Finally, participants answered two items assessing 
the extent to which they considered the target group a stigma-
tized minority (e.g., “This group [target group] is a disadvan-
taged minority in Spain” and “Members of the [target group] 
face social injustice because of their group membership”), 
r(95) = .75, p < .001.

Results

Preliminary analysis.  To ensure that the measures were distin-
guishable as intended, we conducted two factor analyses. 
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First, we performed a principal components analysis with 
the six items assessing benefits of group membership. The 
results yielded, as expected, a single factor in which all six 
items had high loadings (all loadings > .74). Together with 
the high reliability of this scale (α = .92), this indicates that 
participants perceived, as intended, all six items as captur-
ing character benefits. Second, to ensure that the benefits 
mediator was empirically distinguishable from the depen-
dent variable, expectations of tolerance, we conducted a 
principal components analysis with varimax rotation on 
the 11 items composing both measures. As expected, two 
factors emerged, accounting for 69.5% of the variance. 
The six benefits items loaded highly on the first factor (all 
loadings > .77) and low on the second factor (all loadings 
< .37); the five tolerance expectations items loaded highly 
on the second factor (all loadings > .75) and low on the 
first factor (all loadings < .25). Although significant, the 
correlation between these two measures was low, r = .32, 
p < .001.

As intended, gay people (M = 3.35, SD = 1.32) were per-
ceived as more stigmatized than civil servants (M = 1.00, SD 
= 1.17) and bank employees (M = 0.98, SD = 0.97), ts > 7.48, 
ps < .001. These latter two groups were perceived as equally 
non-stigmatized, t(59) = 0.06, p = .95. We therefore col-
lapsed the civil servants and bank employees into a single 
non-stigmatized group and compared it with the stigmatized 
group, gay people.

Main analyses.  Consistent with our hypothesis, gay people 
were expected to derive greater benefits from experiences 
associated with their group membership compared with non-
stigmatized groups, M = 2.57, SD = 1.27 versus M = 1.57, SD 
= 1.01, F(1, 94) = 17.96, p < .001, η2 = .16. Furthermore, gay 
people were expected to have more positive attitudes toward 
immigrants than non-stigmatized group members, M = 3.52, 
SD = 0.89 versus M = 2.87, SD = 0.76, F(1, 94) = 14.18, p < 
.001, η2 = .13.

To test our main hypothesis that perceived benefits 
mediated the higher expectations of tolerance effect, we 
used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2012, Model 
4) with the target group manipulation as independent vari-
able, benefits from suffering as mediator, and expectations 
of tolerance as dependent variable. Target group was coded 
with −1 for the stigmatized and 1 for the non-stigmatized 
conditions. The results revealed that target group had a 
direct effect on benefits (b = .50, SE = .12, p < .001) and 
expectations of tolerance (b = .36, SE = .09, p < .001). 
When the mediator (benefits) was added to the model, ben-
efits predicted expectations of tolerance (b = .17, SE = .07, 
p < .05) and the direct effect of target group on expectations 
of tolerance decreased, b = .28, SE = .09, p < .01. Indicating 
mediation, the indirect effect of the target group manipula-
tion on expectations of tolerance via benefits from suffer-
ing was significant, b = .09, boot SE = .05, 95% CI = [0.012, 
0.203], n boots = 5,000.1

Discussion

The results of Experiment 3 showed that gay people were 
indeed expected to be more tolerant toward another disad-
vantaged group, immigrants, compared with non-stigmatized 
group members. Moreover, to the extent that gay people 
were expected to derive psychological benefits from their 
experiences as a stigmatized minority, higher expectations 
were placed on them relative to the non-stigmatized. These 
results support our central claim that a process of making 
meaning of undeserved suffering underlies the higher moral 
expectations put on stigmatized minorities by majority group 
members. In Experiment 4, we manipulate, rather than mea-
sure, participants’ beliefs about the psychological benefits 
that a stigmatized group (i.e., gay people) has derived as a 
consequence of experiencing discrimination.

Experiment 4

We first manipulated participants’ beliefs about the conse-
quence of gay people experiencing discrimination—that it 
results in greater psychological strength or weakness. 
Following this manipulation, participants’ expectations con-
cerning gay people’s attitudes toward immigrants were 
assessed. Feedback from ostensible prior research with gay 
people was used to vary the attitudes toward immigrants held 
by gay people, which were described in either positive or 
negative terms. Participants’ moral judgments and emotional 
reactions to the target group’s attitude were assessed. We 
hypothesized that participants would expect gay people to 
have a more positive attitude when they were said to have 
been psychologically strengthened (vs. weakened) by their 
experiences with discrimination. We also expected that gay 
people with negative attitudes toward immigrants would be 
judged as particularly immoral and evoke high levels of neg-
ative emotions when participants thought that gay people 
were strengthened rather than weakened by discrimination. 
Moreover, we expected this two-way interaction on negative 
emotions to be mediated by perceived morality (i.e., we 
expected that perceived morality would drive the effect on 
negative emotions).

Method

Participants.  In all, 109 Spanish undergraduates participated 
in exchange for course credit. After eliminating those who 
belonged to one of the two minorities involved in the manip-
ulations (i.e., gay people or immigrants), 97 participants (76 
women and 21 men, M age = 33.2, SD = 10.0) remained for 
the analysis.

Procedure.  We informed participants that the goal of the 
study was to assess their opinions about the results of a study 
that had investigated aspects of gay people’s life experi-
ences, including discrimination and the psychological conse-
quences that discrimination has for them. All participants 
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read that the results of the study showed that gay people in 
Spain suffer high levels of discrimination in crucial life 
domains including employment, housing, and health. Partici-
pants were then randomly assigned to either a low or high 
psychological consequences condition. Participants learned 
that harm or benefits are derived by gay people experiencing 
discrimination:

The results of the study clearly showed that, in general, suffering 
discrimination has made homosexuals psychologically weaker 
[vs. stronger]. As a consequence of experiencing discrimination, 
the majority of homosexuals become less [vs. more] effective in 
dealing with adversity, and they develop a weaker [vs. stronger] 
character which impairs [vs. helps] them cope with the demands 
of everyday life.

Participants were then told that another finding of the 
study concerned the attitudes that gay people hold toward 
immigrants. Participants were first asked to indicate their 
expectations concerning the attitudes of gay people before 
we presented the attitude manipulation. After completing the 
expectations measure, participants were randomly assigned 
to either a positive or negative attitude condition, and then 
they completed the morality and negative emotions mea-
sures. Participants were then fully debriefed and thanked.

Measures.  If not otherwise stated, all items were rated on a 0 
(not at all) to 6 (extremely) scale.

Expected attitude.  Prior to receiving the manipulation of 
gay people’s ostensible attitudes toward immigrants, par-
ticipants were asked to indicate to what extent they expected 
that attitude to be “Tolerant,” “Biased” (reverse-scored), 
“Egalitarian,” “Sympathetic,” and “Generous,” alpha = .86.

Perceived morality of target group’s attitude.  After learning 
the attitudes of gay people, participants rated the attitudes 
toward immigrants held by gay people as “Fair,” “Disloyal” 
(reverse-scored), “Respectful,” “Immoral” (reverse-scored), 
and “Indecent” (reverse-scored), alpha = .94.

Negative emotions.  Participants indicated how they felt 
after having learned the target group’s attitudes toward 
immigrants on each of the following emotions: “Disap-
pointed,” “In a good mood” (reverse-scored), “Sad,” “Cheer-
ful” (reverse-scored), “Angry,” “Uncomfortable,” and 
“Annoyed,” alpha = .83.

Finally, participants responded to three manipulation 
checks, consisting of three items each. The first one assessed 
the benefits manipulation (e.g., “Homosexuals become par-
ticularly strong as individuals as a consequence of experienc-
ing discrimination”), alpha = .95. The second assessed 
whether the manipulation of the group’s attitude was effec-
tive (e.g., “The group homosexuals have positive attitudes 
toward immigrants living in Spain”), alpha = .95. The third 

assessed the extent to which gay people were perceived as a 
stigmatized minority (e.g., “The group homosexuals is a dis-
advantaged minority in Spain”), alpha = .85.

Results

Preliminary analysis.  The manipulations were effective. Par-
ticipants in the high benefits condition agreed more that gay 
people are stronger as a consequence of experiencing dis-
crimination compared with those in the low benefits condi-
tion, M = 4.14, SD = 1.13 versus M = 2.14, SD = 1.71, F(1, 
90) = 43.54, p < .001, η2 = .33. This measure did not vary by 
attitude condition, and the benefits × attitude interaction was 
not significant, Fs < 0.34, ps > .56. Participants in the posi-
tive attitude condition agreed more strongly with the view 
that gay people have positive attitudes toward immigrants 
compared with those in the negative attitude condition, M = 
4.90, SD = 0.90 versus M = 1.03, SD = 1.13, F(3, 90) = 
332.72, p < .001, η2 = .79. Neither the benefits manipulation 
nor the interaction significantly affected this measure, Fs < 
0.15, ps > .70. The extent to which gay people were per-
ceived as a disadvantaged minority (M = 3.43, SD = 1.33) 
was significantly above the mean of the scale (i.e., 3), t(93) = 
3.12, p < .01. Neither of the manipulated variables nor their 
interaction significantly affected this measure, Fs < 1.41,  
ps > .24.

Main analyses.  As predicted, participants expected gay peo-
ple to have more positive attitudes toward immigrants when 
they believed that gay people are psychologically strength-
ened as a consequence of experiencing discrimination (M = 
4.28, SD = 0.87) compared with when they are weakened (M 
= 3.76, SD = 1.05), F(1, 92) = 6.77, p < .05, η2 = .07.

As expected, the main effect of attitude on perceived 
morality was significant, F(1, 90) = 251.67, p < .001, η2 = 
.74, with participants perceiving the positive attitude as more 
moral (M = 5.04, SD = 0.84) than the negative attitude (M = 
1.95, SD = 1.09). The main effect of benefits on this variable 
was not significant, F(1, 90) = 0.78, p = .38, η2 = .01, with no 
significant differences between the high (M = 3.46, SD = 
1.97) and the low benefits condition (M = 3.73, SD = 1.67). 
Central to our hypothesis was the significant Benefits × 
Attitude interaction on perceived morality, F(1, 90) = 6.07, p 
< .05, η2 = .06. When gay people had a negative attitude but 
had been strengthened by discrimination, participants rated 
the group’s attitude as particularly immoral (M = 1.63, SD = 
0.89), significantly more immoral than when gay people had 
a negative attitude, but had been weakened by experiencing 
discrimination (M = 2.29, SD = 1.19), t(42) = 2.06, p < .05. 
When, however, gay people had a positive attitude, there was 
no significant difference in the extent to which the group’s 
attitude was perceived as moral; in this case, the low and 
high benefits conditions resulted in high perceived morality, 
M = 4.89, SD = 0.92 versus M = 5.20, SD = 0.73, t(48) = 
1.39, p = .20.
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An identical pattern of results was obtained for negative 
emotions. The main effect of the attitude manipulation was 
significant, F(1, 90) = 158.22, p < .001, η2 = .64, with partici-
pants reporting less negative emotions when gay people had 
positive attitudes (M = 1.08, SD = 0.85) than when they had 
negative attitudes (M = 3.59, SD = 1.11). The main effect of 
benefits was not significant, F(1, 90) = 1.80, p = .18, η2 = .02, 
with no difference between the low benefits (M = 2.09, SD = 
1.47) and high benefits conditions (M = 2.43, SD = 1.70). 
However, the expected Benefits × Attitude interaction was 
significant, F(1, 90) = 5.10, p < .05, η2 = .05. When partici-
pants believed that gay people became stronger as a conse-
quence of experiencing discrimination but they displayed 
negative attitudes toward immigrants, negative emotions 
were evoked most strongly (M = 3.93, SD = 0.99), signifi-
cantly more than when participants were told that experienc-
ing discrimination makes gay people weaker and their 
attitudes toward immigrants were negative (M = 3.22, SD = 
1.41), t(42) = 2.22, p < .05. When gay people had positive 
attitudes toward immigrants, there was no significant differ-
ence in negative emotions across the low and high benefits 
conditions, M = 1.17, SD = 1.00 versus M = 0.99, SD = 0.65, 
t(48) = 0.76, p = .45.

Using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012, Model 8), we 
tested whether, as hypothesized, morality mediated the 
Benefits × Attitude interaction on negative emotions. As 
shown in Figure 2, when controlling for the main effects of 

both manipulations, the Benefits × Attitude interaction term 
had a significant effect on perceived morality, which in turn 
reduced negative emotions. Indicating mediated moderation, 
the direct effect of the Benefits × Attitude interaction term on 
negative emotions became non-significant when the media-
tor was included in the model and the corresponding indirect 
effect was significant, b = .69, 95% CI = [0.132, 1.347], n 
boots = 5,000.

Discussion

Experiment 4 demonstrates that when majority group mem-
bers believe that discrimination has positive psychological 
consequences for gay people, they expect gay people to have 
more tolerant attitudes toward immigrants compared with 
when they believe that discrimination has negative psycho-
logical consequences. This result confirms that believing that 
victims of stigmatized groups derive psychological benefits 
as a consequence of experiencing discrimination leads per-
ceivers to expect more moral behavior from them. Indeed, 
disconfirmation of this premise (i.e., when stigmatized 
groups are thought to obtain benefits as a consequence of 
experiencing discrimination, but they lack the expected 
moral virtue) results in particularly harsh moral judgments 
and negative emotional reactions by majority group mem-
bers. Moreover, the high level of negative emotions reported 
by participants when the stigmatized group gained benefits 

Figure 2.  Experiment 4 test for mediated moderation, indicating that the Benefits × Attitude interaction effect on negative emotions 
was mediated by perceived morality of the target group’s attitude.
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but displayed intolerance was driven by participants’ judg-
ment that the stigmatized group is immoral.

General Discussion

Together, these experiments provide evidence of the exis-
tence of a subtle consequence of being a member of a stigma-
tized group—being judged according to a demanding moral 
standard. Extending the findings beyond groups that have 
suffered genocide in the past (Branscombe et al., 2013; 
Warner & Branscombe, 2012), we found that stigmatized 
minorities are expected to be especially tolerant toward 
another disadvantaged group. When members of stigmatized 
minorities do not fulfill this expectation and instead display 
intolerance toward another disadvantaged group, then major-
ity group members judge them especially harshly as com-
pared with non-stigmatized groups holding the same negative 
attitudes. In line with the idea that the HMO placed on stig-
matized groups result from observers’ need to believe that 
victims should become better persons, our results show that 
the moral demands on the stigmatized are greater if the group 
has overcome its past victimization relative to when it has 
not. We argue that the process of overcoming suffering is 
perceived as giving stigmatized group members’ the oppor-
tunity to derive psychological benefits and, as a result, they 
are expected to emerge as better persons. Moreover, when 
we manipulated participants’ beliefs so that they believed 
that members of a stigmatized group become stronger as a 
consequence of experiencing discrimination, stigmatized 
group members were held to a higher moral standard than 
non-stigmatized group members and were judged more 
harshly if they violated that expectancy by exhibiting nega-
tive attitudes. The fact that these results were obtained with 
two different types of stigmatized groups—a physical dis-
ability in the case of people with dwarfism and a sexual ori-
entation minority in the case of gay people—whose socially 
devalued characteristic is perceived to differ on a number of 
dimensions (i.e., visibility, concealability, and perhaps even 
controllability)—speaks in favor of the generalizability of 
the process we investigated.

Making Meaning of Social Stigmatization as a 
Justification of Inequality

Expecting stigmatized group members to gain psychological 
benefits in the form of becoming stronger and developing 
more moral qualities because of the negative experiences 
associated with being a member of a disadvantaged group 
underlies the higher moral expectations placed on them. This 
process can be understood as a means of dealing with the 
threat that undeserved suffering can pose to observers’ belief 
in a just world (Branscombe et al., 2013). By bestowing 
meaning on the lives of those who have suffered, observers 
manage the threat that exposure to innocent victimhood can 
evoke (Anderson et al., 2010). Thus, expecting stigmatized 

groups to be better than the non-stigmatized can be seen as a 
form of coping with threat to justice on the part of majority 
group members. This form of coping is different than those 
already identified in the literature such as the well-known 
tendency to derogate and blame victims for their suffering 
(Aguiar, Vala, Correia, & Pereira, 2008; Correia, & Vala, 
2003) or to dehumanize them (Leyens et al., 2001). The cur-
rent work illustrates how observers who are confronted with 
innocent suffering do not derogate victims if they can be seen 
as overcoming their tragic experiences or deriving benefits 
from them (Lerner, 1980)—unless those victims appear to 
subsequently act immorally.

Expected Versus Actual Attitudes of Stigmatized 
Minorities Toward Each Other

While our research examined majority group expectations 
concerning the attitudes that stigmatized groups should 
exhibit toward other minority groups, other recent research 
has assessed the attitudes that members of different stigma-
tized minorities actually do hold toward other stigmatized 
groups (Craig, DeHart, Richeson, & Fiedorowicz, 2012; 
Craig & Richeson, 2012). This research has illustrated that 
stigmatized minorities can sometimes exhibit either positive 
or negative attitudes toward other low-status groups. For 
example, Craig et al. (2012) found that women hold negative 
attitudes toward other stigmatized minorities (ethnic minori-
ties in the United States) when the discrimination women 
have experienced was made salient. A similar effect was 
found by Wohl and Branscombe (2008) with non-stigmatized 
groups (Jews and Americans) when they were reminded of 
their group’s previous suffering; members of those groups 
legitimized their current harm doing toward a new adversary 
and felt less guilt for doing so. But stigmatized minorities 
have also been found to display positive attitudes toward 
other stigmatized groups; Craig and Richeson (2012) found 
that members of ethnic minorities reacted more positively 
toward another ethnic minority when the shared nature of 
their suffering (based on similar forms of discrimination) 
was salient. An important issue that arises when comparing 
our findings with investigations addressing the attitudes that 
stigmatized minorities do actually hold toward each other is 
the underlying processes that shape those attitudes (both the 
actual attitudes displayed and those expected by majority 
group members). In this regard, it is important to note that 
the effects reported in the present research of harsher moral 
judgments when minorities fail to meet expectancies stem 
from the threat to justice experienced by majority group 
members, whereas Craig and Richeson’s positive attitudes 
among stigmatized minorities are due to increased percep-
tion of similarity among disadvantaged minorities who have 
suffered the same type of discrimination.

The HMO effect, where stigmatized groups are judged 
according to a harsher moral standard than the non-stigma-
tized, suggests a secondary victimization process on the part 
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of observers that is motivated by observers’ need to manage 
the threat that the suffering by stigmatized groups poses for 
majority group members. In this sense, expecting more from 
victimized groups is a hidden burden for non-privileged 
groups in society, where they not only face discrimination 
but are also expected to be more moral in their treatment of 
others and are judged more severely when they violate these 
expectations—all of which is in the service of protecting 
privileged group members’ well-being. Chen and Tyler 
(2001) describe a related process operating in the context of 
admission processes to elite universities, where legitimizing 
myths serve to protect privileged group members’ psycho-
logical well-being when they take advantage of their privi-
leged position to ensure their own admissions while 
excluding the non-privileged. In this case, advantaged groups 
protect their self-esteem and their perception of justice with-
out having to renounce their unfair privileges. Likewise, the 
phenomenon of holding stigmatized groups to a higher moral 
standard of conduct occurs when majority group members 
believe that stigmatized group members have obtained some-
thing as a result of their suffering—that of being better per-
sons. Our results show that victimized groups are expected to 
become better moral people if they have had the opportunity 
to overcome their suffering, which serves the interests of 
majority group members.

Limitations and Future Directions

In the present research, we measured and kept constant 
across all experiments, expected tolerance toward immi-
grants, while assessing how different stigmatized groups are 
held to high moral standards of conduct. Negative attitudes 
toward immigrants have been associated with a general ten-
dency toward intolerance and authoritarian ideological atti-
tudes (Cohrs & Stelzl, 2010). However, expected tolerance 
toward immigrants is only one specific case in which moral 
expectations may be expressed. In future studies, it would be 
useful to consider whether stigmatized minorities are 
expected to be tolerant toward other disadvantaged groups 
besides immigrants. Moreover, it would be useful to deter-
mine whether stigmatized minorities are expected to adhere 
to other types of social norms and not just those related to the 
treatment of disadvantaged groups. Likewise, future research 
might examine other consequential contexts where higher 
moral expectations might be placed more readily on stigma-
tized groups. For example, members of stigmatized groups 
who attain decision-making positions in the workplace might 
be expected to support policies that can be seen as reflecting 
concern for other disadvantaged groups (e.g., support for 
affirmative action policies). When they fail to make such 
expected “moral” choices, as indicated by our studies, 
harsher moral judgments may be made that have negative 
consequences for disadvantaged group members’ ability to 
climb further up the corporate ladder.

Conclusion

The present research extends previous theorizing concerning 
the moral expectations of victims and illustrates its applica-
bility to two rather different types of stigmatized groups. Our 
findings suggest that being held to a higher moral standard is 
an extra burden placed on stigmatized group members that 
reflects a process of meaning making on the part of observ-
ers. By associating the suffering caused by social stigmatiza-
tion with a process of psychological growth and moral gains, 
majority group members find meaning in the suffering of 
stigmatized groups. This meaning (in the form of deriving 
psychological benefits from the suffering of the stigmatized) 
facilitates majority group members’ perception that the world 
is just. Yet, when stigmatized groups fail to seemingly derive 
the expected moral benefits from their suffering and instead 
violate expectations by being intolerant toward others who 
are disadvantaged, observers feel justified in their negative 
responses toward the stigmatized.
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Note

1.This indirect effect was also significant when gay people were 
compared with each of the non-stigmatized groups separately.
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