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ABSTRACT  
 
Ingroup bias is a hallmark of intergroup relations. A growing body of research is now showing 
that outgroup bias is also a prevalent phenomenon, particularly among members of low-status 
groups. This research examines how perceptions of powerful outgroups are affected by their 
perceived legitimacy, and the ingroup members' gender, social dominance orientation, and 
conservatism. Based on a sample of 70 participants and a three-group experimental design 
(legitimate, illegitimate, no-explanation), the results showed that illegitimacy rather than 
legitimacy was associated with perceptions of power; that people attributed more positive traits 
when explanations for power were given than when they were not; that women perceived 
powerful groups as more powerful than men did; and that men, high social dominants and 
conservatives attributed less positive traits to a powerful group than women, low social 
dominants and liberals, respectively. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
One of the most consistent findings on intergroup relations research is the ingroup bias effect, the 
tendency that members of a given social group have to favor their own group (Brewer & Brown, 
1998; Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002). Interestingly, there is also an increasing body of 
evidence that people sometimes display outgroup favoritism (Boldry & Kashy, 1999; Jost & 
Banaji, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). This happens particularly among members of low-status 
groups (Sachdev & Bourhis, 1991). Intergroup biases are dependent upon intergroup perceptions. 
Fiske and Neuberg (1990) developed a model of impression formation that distinguishes between 
more and less effortful processes of getting to know others. An impression of others is mostly 
formed through information conveyed in readily available categories such as gender, ethnicity, 
profession or religion. The model proposes a continuum of impression formation processes that 
runs from perception, based on categorization, to attribution of traits based on diagnostic 
information. Diagnostic-based impression formation necessitates personal contact with the 
person or group about whom the person is making an impression. On the other hand, all that 
category-based impression formation requires is an identifying label of the category in question. 
This means that if we are told that a person in question is black or a woman or a professor, it is 
enough to evoke impressions of that person solely based on preconceived ideas about people 
belonging to those social groups. This is the most immediate, automatic and stereotypical form 
of getting to know others and the least diagnostic and individuated form of knowledge about 
others. 
 
One key concept in Fiske and Neuberg's (1990) impression formation model is interdependence. 
Interdependence in their model is operationalized in terms of cooperation, in which an outcome 
is dependent on more than one partner. This outcome interdependence can be either symmetrical 
or asymmetrical. A symmetrical interdependence can be illustrated by a joint enterprise. An 
asymmetrical interdependence is exemplified by a relationship in which one partner has power 
over a subordinate's outcome. Outcome dependence motivates the perceiver to attend to more 
diagnostic information about the other on which he or she is in a relation of dependence. This 
requires personal contact. Individuation cannot otherwise occur. Problematically, people can find 
themselves in an interdependence relationship in which personal contact is non-existent. In such 
cases, individuation is strongly circumscribed and impression formation must be based on 
categorical information only. A situation in which the perceiver is in a position of dependency 
towards an anonymous entity puts him or her in a vulnerable predicament. Such a scenario can 
lead the perceiver to attribute benevolent characteristics to the powerful other or to categorize 
him or her in positive terms. In other words, asymmetrical outcome dependence may lead to 
outgroup favoritism by the members of a dependent group because it makes them feel better 
about their own situation (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Burgess, & Mosso, 2001). 
 
The way power holders are perceived is dependent on the degree of legitimacy of their power 
position (Zeldtich, 2001). There is evidence that powerful groups, more often than powerless 
groups, are evaluated positively, are perceived as more competent and are less often the target of 
negative stereotypes (see Brauer & Bourhis, 2006). Jost, Banaji and Nosek (2004) explain this in 
terms of system justification. That is, people are motivated to legitimize existing social 
arrangements, and they do so by ascribing positive attributes to members of high-power groups. 
For example, Haines and Jost (2000) showed that there is a relationship between the perception 
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of legitimate/illegitimate power positions and trait attribution. By manipulating power 
differentials, where the participants lacked power in relation to bogus outgroups, they showed 
that participants exaggerated the extent to which power differences were legitimate. Participants 
also attributed positive trait perceptions to the outgroup even when there were no explanations as 
to why the outgroup was in power. 
 
Haines and Jost (2000) analyzed the effects of power differences and of explanations for the 
power differentials on stereotypical perceptions. They did not, however, analyze whether there 
were differences in these perceptions between levels of legitimacy (i.e., legitimate power, 
illegitimate power, no explanation for the power position) or whether there was a linear increase 
of power perception as a function of legitimacy. We aimed to examine whether people who are 
in a dependent and vulnerable position in relation to a powerful outgroup attribute positive traits 
differently depending on the degree of legitimacy of the powerful group's power position. We 
also examined whether there is a monotonic increase in perceptions of power, depending on the 
degree of legitimacy. We hypothesized that people will perceive a legitimate power group as 
being the most powerful (H1), and attribute to them the most positive traits (H2), followed by an 
illegitimate power group and, finally, a group whose power position is not explained.  
 
Gender and Outgroup Perception 
Social status affects intergroup perception (Hinkle & Brown, 1990). Likewise, the relative power 
of a group affects both how its members are perceived and in turn perceive others (Brauer & 
Bourhis, 2006). As a social category, women have less power and a lower social status than men 
(Goodwin & Fiske, 2001). Research shows that gender impacts on perceptions of outgroup 
homogeneity and social status (Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1993). If both dependence and low social status 
induces perceivers to display outgroup favoritism, then it is reasonable to assume that women 
who find themselves in positions of dependence would display more outgroup favoritism than 
men. We hypothesized that this would occur for the reason that women's lower status as a gender 
would put them in a double subordinate position compared to men. We hypothesized (H3) 
therefore that women, compared to men, will perceive relatively powerful outgroups to be more 
powerful. We also asked whether the differences in social status between the genders would 
influence men and women to perceive powerful outgroup members' traits differently. Thus, the 
fourth hypothesis (H4) that we tested was that when there is a power differential between an 
outgroup and the ingroup favoring the outgroup, women will attribute more positive attributes to 
members of the outgroup than men will. 
 
Conservatism, and Outgroup Perception 
 
Group membership, in itself, can hold the possibility of guaranteeing power, or the lack thereof 
to its members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As membership of some low-status groups is often not 
chosen, but given, and social mobility is impossible or strongly circumscribed, low-status groups 
have a vested interest in rationalizing social hierarchies. However, this rationalization seems to 
be related to individual differences in social dominance orientation (SDO; Pratto, Sidanius, 
Stallworth, & Malle, 1994) and political conservatism (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). That is, 
responses to ingroup inferiority are dependent on SDO level and political orientation.  These two 
variables are also positively correlated (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). SDO is regarded as a 
conservative ideology and refers to "a general desire for unequal relations among social groups, 
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regardless of whether this means ingroup domination or ingroup subordination" (Sidanius, Levin, 
Federico, & Pratto, 2001, p. 312). In other words, high social dominants believe that society is, 
by necessity, stratified and members at the top of the stratification, as well as those at the bottom, 
deserve their dominant or subordinate social positions.  
 
There is evidence both for (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Carter, Hall, Carney, & Rosip, 2006) and 
against (Dambrun, Guimond, & Duarte, 2002) an association between SDO and legitimizing 
myths such as stereotypes, which are normally shared (negative) beliefs that are associated with 
an established social category. Positive stereotypes would probably show an inverse pattern. In 
any social encounter, people make judgments of others. If the other does not belong to a well-
known social category, people form an opinion in situ that is based on the available category 
information. In a situation where people are dependent on an outgroup of which they have no 
prior knowledge we examined whether conservative ideologies would induce people to perceive 
the powerful outgroup in less positive terms. Our fifth hypothesis (H5) was, therefore, that SDO 
is negatively associated with the attribution of positive traits to members of a relatively more 
powerful outgroup. Finally, we also hypothesized (H6) that political orientation in the form of 
political conservatism is negatively associated with the attribution of positive traits to a powerful 
outgroup. 
 
Overview  
 
With a few exceptions, we followed Haines and Jost's (2000) methodological approach to create 
power differentials between groups. More specifically, participants learned that there was a 
group (experimental conditions with three different degrees of legitimacy) that would be judging 
their performance in two tasks. By so doing, power differentials were created between the 
ostensible judging groups and the participants, where the bogus group held a higher power 
position compared to participants. The study was also designed to induce a feeling of group 
membership and group identification among the participants. The participants in the 
experimental conditions were led to believe that they were going to perform two tasks (ostensible 
study purpose) that would be judged by the outgroup. In one condition, a legitimate reason was 
given for the position of power held by the outgroup. In another, the reason given was 
illegitimate, and in the third condition no explanation was given for the outgroup's power 
position. 
 
METHOD 
 
Participants 
 
Participants were recruited through lists posted on boards in several university departments, at 
the university's library and at the local job centre. Participants were asked to volunteer for a 
psychological experiment and to leave their name and phone number. There were a total of 70 
participants (30 men and 40 women). Their age ranged from 19 to 57 years (M = 24.9 years; SD 
= 5.9 years) and they received cinema vouchers as a reward for their participation. 
 
Independent Measures 
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The independent experimental variables were power and legitimacy, and the nonexperimental 
were participant gender, political orientation, and SDO. Political orientation was measured by a 
visual analog scale, a 10 centimeter line with left and right as anchors. Participants were asked to 
mark on the line where they stood politically. The participants' SDO was measured by a Swedish 
translation (cf. Akrami, Ekehammar, & Araya, 2000) of Pratto et al. 's (1994) SDO-6 scale. The 
scale is composed of 16 items and the answers are indicated on a scale ranging from 1 (Do not 
agree at all) to 5 (Agree fully). Examples of items are: Some groups of people are just inferior to 
others; We would have fewer problems if we treated all groups equally. The unweighted sum of 
the item scores constitutes the respondent's SDO score. In the present study, the Cronbach alpha 
reliability of SDO was shown to be .86, which is satisfactory. The SDO scale was used in its 
continuous form in order not to decrease variance and power (see Cohen, 1983; MacCollum, 
Zhang, Preacher, & Rucker, 2002). 
 
Dependent Measures 
 
The dependent variables were perception of power and trait perception. Perception of power was 
measured through a single item: How much control do you feel that the other group has over 
your group's performance at the moment? The responses were given on a 10-point Likert scale 
ranging from 0 (No control) to 9 (Complete control). 
Outgroup trait perception was measured with items rating the participants' perception of the 
outgroup as intelligent and responsible (see Haines & Jost, 2000). For intelligent the question 
read: How intelligent do you think that the other group is? For responsible the question was: 
How responsible do you think that the other group is? Responses were measured on a 10-point 
Likert scale ranging from 0 (Not at all) to 9 (Very much). 
 
A single item was introduced to control whether the legitimate and illegitimate groups were 
perceived as having different degrees of legitimacy. It read: How much do you think that the 
other group has the right to judge your group's performance on the suicide tasks?. Responses 
were measured on a 10-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (Not at all) to 9 (Very much).  
 
Procedure 
 
Participants were contacted by the project leader who informed them that the study would be 
about suicide (ostensible purpose). Here participants were given the opportunity to decline 
participation in the study. All but two individuals agreed to participate. They were then quasi-
randomly assigned into the four different groups. Attempts were made to obtain an equal gender 
distribution within all four groups. The number of participants in the experimental sessions 
ranged from 3 to 7 (M = 5.2; SD = 1.1). In total, 14 experimental sessions were conducted by a 
male experimenter blind to the aim of the study.  
 
On arrival, participants in all conditions were told that the aim of the study was to examine 
factors that might predict suicide and could therefore help in future preventive work. At this 
stage they were again offered the opportunity to decline participation. None of the attendants left 
the session. In the next phase they were asked to choose a group name. This was done in order to 
evoke a feeling of group membership. Once they agreed upon a group name they wrote it on tags 
that they attached to their clothes. They were then informed that they were about to perform two 
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tasks related to suicide. In the first task they received a list with pairs of suicide notes (these 
notes were taken from the Internet and had been written by famous people that had committed 
suicide) and were instructed to decide which note in the pair was true and which was false. In 
order to make the task more meaningful, they were also asked to justify their choice. The second 
task consisted of writing down 5 symptoms that they believed are displayed by suicidal people. 
After that they were told that they would be filling out a few questionnaires.  
 
Next, participants were informed that in a room upstairs there was another group (which did not 
in reality exist) that would be judging their performance on the suicide tasks. If this group 
decided that their group performed well on both tasks they would receive an extra cinema 
voucher in addition to the one they were promised from the outset. On the other hand, if the 
judging group decided that they did not perform well enough they would not receive any extra 
cinema voucher.  
 
Participants in the legitimate condition were told that the judging group consisted of final year 
students from the psychology program at the university who worked with suicide prevention 
research and practiced at a suicide prevention unit. Participants in the illegitimate condition were 
told that the judging group was chosen in the same way as themselves and that their allocation to 
the judging group was chosen at random. Participants in the no-explanation condition were 
simply told that there was a group of people who would be judging their performance on the 
suicide tasks.  
 
After learning about the "existence" of the judging outgroup, participants were asked to perform 
the task with the suicide notes and symptoms. Participants were told that they should arrive at a 
consensual and democratic decision. They had 20 minutes for the first task and 10 minutes for 
the second. They were also asked to write down the group's name on the assessment paper they 
handed in for judgment. Following this instruction, the experiment leader left the room with their 
assessment for the bogus group to judge. In the meantime, participants were asked to complete 
questionnaires assessing demographic variables, and political orientation, perceived 
characteristics of the judging group and the judging group's power and legitimacy. The 
experimenter came back and gave them the SDO questionnaire to complete. They were told that 
this questionnaire could contain relevant information about how people reason about suicide. We 
chose to give the SDO scale after the manipulation because its administration prior to it could 
prime participants in ways we could not control. In support for this procedure there is recent 
research showing a strong association between basic personality and SDO (e.g., Akrami & 
Ekehammar, 2006). This suggests that this variable should not change significantly under 
different conditions.  
 
After some time, the experimenter went out again ostensibly to get the judgment from the bogus 
group about their performance. When he came back he told them that they had performed well 
and could go. Before they left they were asked to leave their e-mail or telephone number in order 
to receive more information about the study at a later date. This was not compulsory. After all 
the experimental sessions were completed the participants were debriefed by e-mail and were 
then told what the real aim of the study was. An opportunity was given for further contact with 
the project leader. 
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RESULTS 
 
Manipulation Check 
 
The legitimacy manipulation was checked through a one-tailed t-test with condition (legitimate 
and illegitimate) as independent variable and legitimacy as the dependent variable. As expected, 
the results, t(47) = 1.69, p < .05, eta-square = .12, showed that the group that received a 
legitimate explanation (M = 6.55, SD = 1.65, n = 22) perceived the outgroup as having more 
legitimacy (right to judge the ingroup) than the group that received an illegitimate explanation 
(M = 5.44, SD = 2.67, n = 27). The legitimacy manipulation was therefore successful. 
 
Power, Legitimacy, and Outgroup Perception 
 
To examine H1, whether people perceived groups that differed in degrees of legitimacy also 
differed in power, we conducted a one-way ANOVA. The results showed a significant difference 
between the groups, F(2, 66) = 4.71, p < .02, eta-square = .13 (see means in Table 1). The 
follow-up post-hoc test with the Bonferroni adjustment (p < .01) showed a significant difference 
between the legitimate and illegitimate groups but not between these two groups and the group 
that received no explanation (legitimate, p = .57; illegitimate, p = .31). Contrary to expectations 
the legitimate group was perceived as having least power, whereas the illegitimate group was 
perceived as the most powerful. 
 
Table 1. Perception of Power as a Function of Experimental Condition 
Group M SD n 
Legitimate 4.29 2.61 21 
Illegitimate 6.67 2.06 27 
No explanation 5.38 3.38 21 

 
A MANOVA was performed in order to test H2, that the perception of the outgroup as more 
intelligent and responsible would be stronger for the participants in the legitimate group followed 
by the illegitimate and no-explanation group. The multivariate effect of group, F(4, 130) = 3.37, 
p < .02, Wilks's lambda = .82, eta-square = .09, was accompanied by a significant univariate 
effect on the trait intelligent, F(2, 66) = 4.19, p < .02, eta-square = .12, and responsible, F(2, 66) 
= 3.38, p < .05, eta-square = .09 (see means in Table 2). A one-tailed Dunnett follow-up test (the 
no-explanation group is used as a control, see Howell, 1992) showed that for the trait intelligent 
there was a significant difference between the no-explanation group and the group that received a 
legitimate explanation (p < .03), and the group that received an illegitimate explanation (p < .02). 
For responsible, the Dunnett test showed that the no-explanation group differed significantly 
from the legitimate group (p < .03), but not from the illegitimate group (p = .71). 
 
Table 2. Trait Perception as a Function of Experimental Condition 

 Intelligent Responsible 
Group M SD M SD 
Legitimate (n = 21) 6.62 0.86 7.14 1.01 
Illegitimate (n = 27) 6.63 1.12 6.30 1.56 
No explanation (n = 21) 5.71 1.55 6.00 1.76 
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Gender, Power and Outgroup Perception 
 
Hypothesis 3 proposed that women would perceive the members of the judging group as more 
powerful than men. The hypothesis was tested with a one-tailed t-test (see, Howell, 1992). This 
hypothesis was supported, t(67) = 1.75, eta-square = .04, p < .04, as the means displayed in 
Table 3 show that women perceived the judging outgroup as more powerful than did men.  
 
Table 3. Power and Trait Perception as a Function of Gender 
 Female (n = 49) Male (n = 28) 
Variable M SD M SD 
Power perception 6.05  2.75 4.86 2.84 
Intelligent 6.68  1.07 5.90  1.37 
Responsible 6.48  1.63 6.45 1.43 
 
Hypothesis 4, proposing that women would attribute more positive traits than men, was tested 
with a MANOVA. This analysis showed a multivariate effect of gender, F(2, 66) = 4.84, p < .01, 
Wilks's lambda = .87, eta-square = .13. The univariate tests showed a significant difference for 
the trait intelligent F(1, 67) = 7.00, p < .01, eta-square = .10, but not for the trait responsible, 
F(1, 67) = 0.01, p = .94, eta-square = .00 (for means see Table 3). The results, therefore, only 
partially supported the hypothesis. 
 
Social Dominance, Political Orientation, and Outgroup Perception 
 
Pearson correlation analyses were performed to test whether SDO was associated with trait 
perception. The results showed a negative correlation of SDO with the trait intelligent (r = -.27, p 
< .03, n = 69). The correlation of SDO with the trait responsible (r = -.10, p = .40, n = 69) was 
also negative, but not significant.  
 
Pearson correlation analyses were also performed to test whether there was a relationship 
between political orientation and the attribution of positive traits to the outgroup. Similarly to the 
results obtained for SDO, the analysis showed a negative correlation (r = -.33, p < .01, n = 68) 
between political orientation and the perception of members of the outgroup as intelligent. That 
is, the more conservative participants were, the less they experienced the outgroup as intelligent. 
For the trait responsible, the correlation was also negative, but not significant (r = -.14, p = .24, n 
= 68). 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Contrary to expectations, the participants perceived the outgroup with illegitimate power as more 
powerful than the group with legitimate power. This can be interpreted as strong support for a 
system justification explanation to the perception of social reality (Jost & Banaji, 1994). That is, 
the participants may have found it more necessary to exaggerate a power differential between 
themselves and an illegitimate authority than a legitimate one in order to feel better about their 
unjust subordination. In other words, they may have compensated for the threat that illegitimate 
power entails. This interpretation fits well with the assertion that people are motivated to justify 
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and rationalize the status quo, even if this justification is detrimental to their welfare (Jost & 
Banaji, 1994). In fact, this suggests an even more blatant form of system justification than the 
perception of the outgroup as more powerful when it holds legitimate power. Moreover, the 
results also show that women, who were in a doubly vulnerable position compared to men, 
perceived the relatively powerful group as more powerful than did men. This also supports a 
system justification interpretation in that women's lower social status may have predisposed them 
to display outgroup favoritism. Albeit providing indications for outgroup favoritism a follow-up 
study in which ingroup favoritism also is measured, is necessary to substantiate this 
interpretation. 
 
The trait intelligent was more consistent across our analyses than was the trait responsible. 
Perceived intelligence was found to be dependent on whether the outgroup's power position was 
explained or not, but it was not found to be a function of legitimacy. Perceived intelligence was 
also found to be dependent on gender. Women perceived the outgroup as more intelligent than 
men did. Moreover, the perception of people as intelligent was negatively related to both SDO, 
and political conservatism. Perceived responsibility, on the other hand, was found to be 
dependent on the degree of legitimacy. Gender, SDO, and political conservatism had no 
significant effects on the perception of this trait. One reason for the lack of differences between 
groups and genders and the lack of correlations for the trait responsible could be that the 
outgroup was presented as being in charge. That is, the outgroup had responsibility over the 
ingroup's outcome. A fact that legitimacy/illegitimacy or the ideological views of the participants 
would not change. 
 
The perception of others as intelligent on the other hand, may be more susceptible to external 
influences such as explanation, gender or conservative views. Members of the outgroup were not 
necessarily perceived as intelligent. However, because they were in power and had control over 
the ingroup's outcome, it may be that the participants were more inclined to categorize the 
outgroup as intelligent. In a similar vein, women, who are in a more vulnerable position than 
men because of their gender membership (Lorenzo-Cioldi, 1993), may also have been more 
inclined to display outgroup favoritism than men.  
 
The group and gender analyses regarding the perception of power and traits showed relatively 
low effect sizes, which ranged from .04 to .13. This means that only a relatively low amount of 
variance was explained. This is probably due to the manipulation, which may have been too 
weak. The no-explanation condition may have been perceived as too similar to the illegitimate 
condition. A follow up study making use of a stronger manipulation would probably yield 
stronger effect sizes and thus provide results that are more robust.  
 
As predicted, conservative views in the form of SDO and political conservatism correlated 
negatively with the trait intelligent. That is, the more social dominant and conservative people 
were, the less they perceived the outgroup as intelligent. This is in line with social dominance 
theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) in that social dominants and conservatives display 
comparatively less outgroup favoritism.  
 
Impression formation research is conducted mostly with reference to symmetrical or 
asymmetrical interdependence, and it has generally required some kind of personal contact so 
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that individuation is possible (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). However, in life, situations in which the 
possibility of individuation is strongly circumscribed are not unusual. In this investigation we 
examined interdependence between groups rather than between individuals. Moreover, in our 
study, interdependence was characterized by a high degree of anonymity. Job recruiting 
situations, where the applicant does not know who will be judging his or her merits, is an 
example where both asymmetrical dependence and anonymity occur.  In the present study we 
showed that despite the asymmetry and anonymity participants still make positive attributions to 
a relatively powerful outgroup. Our results indicate that social dominants and political 
conservatives do this to a lesser degree. This raises the issues of whether these groups react to 
dependency situations differently from low dominants and liberals respectively, and if so, what 
psychological mechanisms are at play?  
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APPENDIX B: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS AND CORRELATIONS 
AMONG THE DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

 Intelligent Responsible Power perception 
Responsible .53**   
Power perception .37** -.01  
M 6.35 6.46 5.55 
SD 1.26 1.54 2.83 
*p < .05, **p < .01. N = 69 for all variables 
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