
   

 

Group membership, group change, and
intergroup attitudes: A recategorization
model based on cognitive consistency
principles

  Jenny Roth1*, Melanie C. Steffens2, Vivian L. Vignoles3

 

1University of Würzburg, Germany, 2Universität Koblenz Landau, Germany, 3University of Sussex,
United Kingdom

  Submitted to Journal:

  Frontiers in Psychology

  Specialty Section:

  Personality and Social Psychology

  Article type:

  Hypothesis and Theory Article

  Manuscript ID:

  299574

  Received on:

  31 Jul 2017

  Revised on:

  06 Mar 2018

  Frontiers website link:
  www.frontiersin.org

In review

http://www.frontiersin.org/


   

  Conflict of interest statement

  The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial
relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest

   

  Author contribution statement

  JR drafted and MCS and VLV provided critical revision of the manuscript. All authors approved the final manuscript.
   

  Keywords

 
group change, recategorization, Intergroup bias, Prejudice, Social Identification, Cognitive Dissonance, Cognitive balance, identity
integration

   

  Abstract

Word count: 184

 

The present article introduces a model based on cognitive consistency principles to predict how new identities become integrated
into the self-concept, with consequences for intergroup attitudes. The model specifies four concepts (self-concept, stereotypes,
identification, and group compatibility) as associative connections. The model builds on two cognitive principles, balance-congruity
and imbalance-dissonance, to predict identification with social groups that people currently belong to, belonged to in the past, or
newly belong to. More precisely, the model suggests that the relative strength of self-group associations (i.e., identification)
depends in part on the (in)compatibility of the different social groups. Combining insights into cognitive representation of
knowledge, intergroup bias, and explicit/implicit attitude change, we further derive predictions for intergroup attitudes. We
suggest that intergroup attitudes alter depending on the relative associative strength between the social groups and the self,
which in turn is determined by the (in)compatibility between social groups. This model unifies existing models on the integration
of social identities into the self-concept by suggesting that basic cognitive mechanisms play an important role in facilitating or
hindering identity integration and thus contribute to reducing or increasing intergroup bias.

   

  Ethics statements

  (Authors are required to state the ethical considerations of their study in the manuscript, including for cases
where the study was exempt from ethical approval procedures)

Does the study presented in the manuscript involve human or animal subjects: No

In review



  

Group membership, group change, and intergroup attitudes: A 
recategorization model based on cognitive consistency principles 

Jenny Roth1*, Melanie C. Steffens2, Vivian L. Vignoles3 1 

1 Sozialpsychologie, Universitaet Würzburg, Würzburg, Germany 2 
2 Sozial-, Umwelt- und Wirtschaftspsychologie, Universität Koblenz-Landau, Landau, Germany 3 
3 School of Psychology, University of Sussex, Brighton, UK 4 

* Correspondence:  5 
Jenny Roth, Sozialpsychologie, Universitaet Würzburg, Röntgenring 10, 97070 Würzburg, Germany. 6 
jenny.roth@uni-wuerzburg.de 7 

Keywords: group change1, recategorization2, intergroup bias3, prejudice4, social identification5, 8 
cognitive dissonance6, cognitive balance7, identity integration8. 9 

Abstract 10 

The present article introduces a model based on cognitive consistency principles to predict how new 11 
identities become integrated into the self-concept, with consequences for intergroup attitudes. The 12 
model specifies four concepts (self-concept, stereotypes, identification, and group compatibility) as 13 
associative connections. The model builds on two cognitive principles, balance-congruity and 14 
imbalance-dissonance, to predict identification with social groups that people currently belong to, 15 
belonged to in the past, or newly belong to. More precisely, the model suggests that the relative 16 
strength of self-group associations (i.e., identification) depends in part on the (in)compatibility of the 17 
different social groups. Combining insights into cognitive representation of knowledge, intergroup 18 
bias, and explicit/implicit attitude change, we further derive predictions for intergroup attitudes. We 19 
suggest that intergroup attitudes alter depending on the relative associative strength between the 20 
social groups and the self, which in turn is determined by the (in)compatibility between social 21 
groups. This model unifies existing models on the integration of social identities into the self-concept 22 
by suggesting that basic cognitive mechanisms play an important role in facilitating or hindering 23 
identity integration and thus contribute to reducing or increasing intergroup bias. 24 

1 Introduction 25 

People belong to social groups. Being a member of one social group (i.e., in-group) often implies not 26 
to be a member of another social group (i.e., out-group). In-groups – in contrast to out-groups – form 27 
part of the individual’s self-concept. They constitute people’s social identity (Tajfel, 1974). The 28 
distinction between in-group and out-group fosters intergroup bias and prejudice (Allport, 1954; 29 
Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2001; Brewer, 1979; Hewstone et al., 2002; Otten and Wentura, 1999). In most 30 
of the contemporary literature on group membership and intergroup bias, group membership is 31 
treated as a given fact that can be more or less salient depending on contextual factors (e.g., Brewer 32 
and Weber, 1994; Ensari and Miller, 2001; Gaertner and Dovidio, 2005; Jones and Jetten, 2011). By 33 
implication, a given group membership should affect psychological processes and behavior in some 34 
situations but less so in others. However, beyond such short-term contextual fluctuations in identity 35 
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salience, people also undergo long-term change in some of their group memberships. For example, 36 
people change working teams, residence, or political party affiliation. They become a non-smoker, 37 
age, or gain weight. Increasingly, people are also geographically mobile—as reflected in the current 38 
migration stream to European countries but also in migration between and within counties and states 39 
all over the world (International Organization for Migration, 2018). These changes confront people 40 
with new identities. One of the major challenges that goes along with migration and other changes in 41 
group membership is that people successfully integrate new identities into their self-concept. If 42 
integration of norms, values, and attitudes of new and old identities fails, changes in group 43 
membership may end in intergroup hostility and discrimination jeopardizing the functioning of a 44 
society. Therefore, it is important to investigate the psychological mechanisms involved in changes 45 
in group membership. 46 

Previous research into social identity change has focused most strongly on short-term fluctuations in 47 
identity salience, but the examples above highlight that some changes in group identities are likely to 48 
be more enduring. Whereas the term “identity salience” usually refers to recategorizing the self 49 
depending on temporary contextual fluctuations, with the term “group change” in the present paper, 50 
we refer to recategorizing the self independently from temporary contextual fluctuations. We use 51 
group change as an umbrella term that refers to changes in group membership from an in-group to a 52 
previous out-group in people’s course of life. These changes in group membership have various 53 
reasons and differ on various dimensions. Considering the large body of research on intergroup 54 
attitudes and the strong interest in changing intergroup bias to prevent intergroup hostility and 55 
discrimination, it is remarkable that there is little insight into how changing group membership, such 56 
that one leaves one’s in-group and becomes a member of a former out-group, affects intergroup 57 
attitudes. Even though there is research on the effectiveness of recategorization and cross-58 
categorization in reducing intergroup bias, this research focuses on the inclusiveness of salient in-59 
groups but not on a change in the individual’s standing as a member of one group or the other 60 
(Brewer, 2000; Dovidio et al., 2006; Gaertner et al., 2000). With the present article we aim to shed 61 
light on how changes in the individual’s standing as a member of a previous and a new in-group 62 
affects the integration of these groups into the self-concept with consequences for intergroup 63 
attitudes. We present a model focusing on the cognitive mechanisms that may help or hinder the 64 
integration of new identities into the self-concept. Research on these mechanisms can inform policy 65 
to derive strategies that will help identity integration—and thus social cohesion—in the face of this 66 
pressing societal concern. 67 

Previous models provide valuable insight into distinct stages of identity integration (Amiot et al., 68 
2007) or types of identity integration (e.g., Huynh et al., 2011; Roccas and Brewer, 2002). An 69 
acculturation perspective has mostly inspired these models. All of these models mention that the 70 
overlap or match between cultural groups affects identity integration processes. However, they are 71 
less explicit about how the match and mismatch between cultures is represented in the cognitive 72 
knowledge structure with consequences for identification and intergroup attitudes. The present 73 
recategorization model unifies previous models by suggesting that the integration of social groups 74 
into the self-concept follows cognitive consistency principles. More precisely, the present model 75 
suggests that the integration of social groups into the self-concept depends on the (in)compatibility of 76 
a new group membership with previous memberships and that the more a certain group is integrated 77 
into the self-concept the more this group is preferred to those that are less integrated into the self-78 
concept. Thus, the present model suggests a unifying and general mechanism underlying the 79 
integration of previous and new social groups into the self-concept with consequences for implicit 80 
and explicit intergroup attitudes; the model can be applied to cultural groups as well as all other kinds 81 
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of social groups. The sources of intergroup attitudes are, of course, multiple and complex. They 82 
include macro-level cultural and historical processes, interpersonal and intergroup interaction 83 
processes, as well as motivational dynamics. In the present model, we focus on basic cognitive 84 
processes that contribute to social identity and to intergroup attitudes. Importantly, we do not claim 85 
that the mechanism we focus on here is the most relevant or the sole. However, we believe that it 86 
forms an important part of understanding the integration of social identities into the self-concept, 87 
intergroup attitudes, and the change of intergroup attitudes when people change group membership. 88 

In the following, we first review a model by Greenwald and colleagues (2002) that provides the 89 
theoretical base for the present recategorization model. Then, we present a crucial extension of 90 
Greenwald and colleagues’ model to predict when people integrate new social groups into their self-91 
concept and outline hypotheses derived from the recategorization model. Next, we review literature 92 
demonstrating that group membership contributes to implicit and explicit intergroup attitudes. We 93 
present an inductive mechanism explaining categorization-induced intergroup bias because of 94 
mentally associating the self-concept with an in-group. Based on the model we propose that explicit 95 
as well as implicit intergroup attitudes can be affected by changing group membership and that this 96 
effect depends on mentally associating groups to the knowledge structure of the self. We suggest that 97 
this process depends on cognitive consistency principles. We argue that this recategorization model 98 
offers an integrative and dynamic understanding of how changing group membership affects the 99 
integration of new groups into the self-concept and consequently intergroup attitudes. Thereby we 100 
connect the literature on explicit and implicit attitude change with the literature on intergroup 101 
relations and unify basic assumptions of previous models on identity integration. Predictions derived 102 
from the recategorization model can inspire systematic research on an often neglected but highly 103 
relevant issue in contemporary societies. 104 

2 Overview of theory 105 

The present recategorization model builds on the unified theory of implicit attitudes, stereotypes, 106 
self-concept, and self-esteem (Greenwald et al., 2002). Its premise is that social knowledge is 107 
represented in associative connections between concepts and attributes and that the formation of 108 
cognitive associations follows cognitive consistency principles. Greenwald and colleagues suggest a 109 
balanced identity design in that information about the self, social groups, and their attributes as well 110 
as associated valence is stored in a cognitively consistent manner and that the cognitive system 111 
resists forming associations that result in cognitive dissonance. In the present model, we use the 112 
terms as specified in Greenwald et al. (2002). Therefore, we will review the elements of their model 113 
that are relevant to the present model before we present an extension of it to account for the 114 
integration of social groups into the self-concept, from which we derive predictions for intergroup 115 
attitudes when people change group membership. 116 

2.1 Theoretical foundation and definitions 117 

The concepts that are relevant for the present model are the self, groups, and attributes. These 118 
concepts are represented in the model as cognitive nodes (see Greenwald et al., 2002, and Figure 1 119 
for a simplified illustration of a cognitive knowledge structure). The Me-node, for example, contains 120 
associations that organize information about personal experiences. Associative connections link 121 
different concepts. These associations vary in strength. The stronger the association, the higher the 122 
probability that cuing one concept will result in the activation of the associated concept (see Hebb, 123 
1949). Along these lines, “self-concept” is the term used to represent associations of the Me-node 124 
with traits. “Self-esteem” is closely related to the self-concept as the former represents the overall 125 
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valence of the traits that are associated with the Me-node. “Group identification” is represented in the 126 
associations between the Me-node and a group-node. As for all associative connections presented 127 
here, group identification can vary in strength between individuals who belong to the same social 128 
groups. “Intergroup attitudes” refer to the relative evaluation of one social group (e.g., women) 129 
compared to another social group (e.g., men). “Evaluative intergroup bias” mirrors the preference for 130 
one social group over another social group. Bias is grounded in stronger associations of one social 131 
group with positive traits and less negative traits compared to another social group. 132 

2.2 Basic propositions and principles 133 

In line with Greenwald et al. (2002), a major proposition of the present model is that most individuals 134 
show self-positivity. Their self is associated with more positive than negative traits and the resulting 135 
overall valence is positive. This proposition is based on the vast empirical evidence that shows that 136 
most people evaluate themselves in more positive ways than others (e.g., Bosson et al., 2000; Franck 137 
et al., 2007; Greenwald and Farnham, 2000; Olson et al., 2007; Roth et al., 2012; Yamaguchi et al., 138 
2007; but see Falk and Heine, 2015, for cross-cultural differences in implicit self-esteem). Another 139 
empirical observation that underscores this proposition is that most people perceive themselves better 140 
than average on dimensions that they value (Alicke and Govorun, 2005; Brown, 2012).  141 

The present model builds on two principles that Greenwald et al. (2002) derived from Heider’s 142 
(1958) balance theory, Osgood and Tannenbaum’s (1955) congruity theory, and Festinger’s (1957) 143 
cognitive dissonance theory. The first principle, the balance-congruity principle, suggests that when 144 
two nodes in the associative network structure are simultaneously linked to another third node, the 145 
association between both nodes would strengthen. For example, if the Me-node is strongly associated 146 
with the group node women (i.e., the person identifies with women) and strongly associated with the 147 
trait warm (i.e., the self-concept includes the trait warm) the balance-congruity principle will 148 
strengthen the association between women and warm (i.e., the group stereotypes include the trait 149 
warm). Associative principles are supposed to work bi-directionally. Therefore, the balance-150 
congruity principle also predicts that when the Me-node is associated with the group-node women 151 
and similarly women is associated with the attribute warm, the association between the Me-node and 152 
the attribute warm will strengthen. Similarly, when the Me-node is associated with the attribute warm 153 
and the group-node women is associated with the same trait, then the balance-congruity principle will 154 
strengthen the association between the Me-node and women (see Figure 2, upper left triangle if 155 
Group X is replaced by women, or if Group Y is replaced by women, the same example holds true 156 
for the right upper triangle). The second principle, the imbalance-dissonance principle, suggests that 157 
no associations will be formed between a node and a third aspect of the network when this would 158 
imply the association of two nodes that are bipolar-opposite. This principle predicts that the neural 159 
network resists forming a strong association between the self and a social group when the group is 160 
associated with attributes that contradict the attributes that are associated with the self. Thus, groups 161 
that are strongly associated with the self should share the attributes associated with the self more than 162 
groups that are less strongly associated with the self. When the self is associated with positive traits 163 
more than with negative traits, then the balance-congruity principle and the imbalance-dissonance 164 
principle predict that groups that are associated with the self should be associated with more positive 165 
traits than groups that are not associated with the self (see Greenwald et al., 2002). 166 

Before we present a crucial extension of Greenwald et al.’s theory (2002), we shortly highlight 167 
connections to what researchers have suggested to be two distinct routes to group identification. 168 
Previous research has pointed out that group identification is established from two distinct routes: 169 
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self-stereotyping and self-anchoring (van Veelen et al., 2015). The present model is in line with this 170 
literature since it is based on the proposition that associative links work in a bidirectional way. 171 
Within the present model, the balance-congruity principle suggests that the association between the 172 
self and a social group, thus group identification, strengthens when the self and the social group share 173 
associations with traits. Self-stereotyping describes the process that traits associated with the social 174 
group are also associated with the self. Self-anchoring describes the process that traits associated with 175 
the self are also associated with the social group. Thus, associations between the self, the social 176 
group, and traits strengthen to result in cognitive consistency between these aspects of the knowledge 177 
structure. The present model complements van Veelen and colleagues’ model on identification 178 
processes by adding that self-stereotyping and self-anchoring are processes leading to identification 179 
that can be understood as two mechanisms based on the balance-congruity principle. 180 

2.3 A recategorization model 181 

Drawing on the extensive evidence that supports cognitive consistency principles in general and 182 
Greenwald et al.’s model specifically (Cvencek et al., 2012), we propose a model based on cognitive 183 
consistency processes that specifies the integration of new social groups into the self-concept with 184 
consequences for intergroup attitudes. The present recategorization model is a logical extension of 185 
Greenwald and colleagues’ previous model. Figure 2 depicts a balanced identity design that includes 186 
the concepts self, attributes, and two group-concepts, Group X and Group Y. These concepts are 187 
illustrated as nodes. Lines that connect the nodes represent the social-cognitive constructs group 188 
identification, self-concept, and stereotypes. These lines represent associations between nodes. 189 
Crucial for the present model, as new construct, we implemented the (in)compatibility between social 190 
groups. This construct describes whether groups align in their stereotypes, norms, values, goals, etc. 191 
Two groups are said to be compatible when their stereotypes, norms, values, goals, etc. are in line 192 
with each other’s. They are incompatible when their group’s stereotypes, norms, values, goals, etc. 193 
contradict each other or when groups have conflicting goals or compete over resources. For example, 194 
the group vegetarians is incompatible with the group of carnivores, whereas the groups vegetarians 195 
and vegans are less incompatible (or more compatible).  196 

2.3.1 Recategorization, group-(in)compatibility, and stereotypes 197 

The present recategorization model builds on the same basic propositions and principles as outlined 198 
above. When these principles are applied to an associative network that consists of more than one 199 
social group then, the balance-congruity principle suggests that a social group is associated with the 200 
self more strongly when the group is compatible with other social groups that already are associated 201 
with the self. Incompatibility in this respect means that one of the social groups shares associations to 202 
traits that are diametrically opposed to the traits that are shared with another social group. 203 
Incompatibility may also refer to groups that are defined as mutually exclusive such as vegetarian 204 
and carnivore or liberals and conservatives. The balance-congruity principle predicts that associations 205 
between two social groups form when both groups share the associations to the attributes. The 206 
imbalance-dissonance principle predicts that the network will resist forming associations between 207 
two social groups that are diametrically opposed, which means incompatible or mutually exclusive. 208 
Thus, a new social group will be associated more strongly with the self when it is compatible with 209 
another social group that already shows associations with the self. The network will refrain from 210 
forming associations with a social group that is incompatible with another social group that already is 211 
associated with the self (see lower triangle illustrated in Figure 2). As outlined above, the model 212 
suggests bi-directionality of associations. Therefore, the principles also suggest that if two social 213 
groups are both strongly associated with the self these groups are perceived to be more compatible 214 
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with each other than two social groups that differ in the associative strength with the self. However, 215 
this reverse process is not essential for the key question of how new social groups become integrated 216 
into the self-concept. Therefore, in the following we will focus on how (in)compatibility of a 217 
previous and a new in-group affects group identification rather than how group identification affects 218 
perceived (in)compatibility between social groups. 219 

2.3.2 Predictions for how changing social groups affects group identification 220 

Based on the balance-congruity and the imbalance-dissonance principles, in the following, we derive 221 
predictions for associations of social groups with the self (i.e., group identification), resistance from 222 
associating social groups with the self, and a decrease in the associative strength between one social 223 
group with the self in favor of a stronger associative link with another social group and the self.   224 

2.3.2.1 Incompatible social groups imply discrepancies in group identification  225 

When people change from one social group to another social group and both groups are incompatible 226 
with each other, then the model’s balance-congruity and imbalance-dissonance principles predict that 227 
one of the two groups will be more strongly associated with the self than the other social group. 228 
There are two cognitive routes that lead to discrepancies in group identification. Dissociating the 229 
previous in-group from the self or resisting to form associations between the self and the new in-230 
group. Dissociating the previous in-group from the self in favor of the new in-group implies a shift in 231 
group identification. Both processes lead to the same outcome: Changing groups that are 232 
incompatible with each other leads to stronger associations of one of the two social groups with the 233 
self than associations of the other social group with the self. Similarly, when the previous and the 234 
new in-groups are mutually exclusive, people will identify more strongly with one or the other group. 235 
This leads to the first prediction: 236 

Hypothesis 1: Discrepancies in identification with a previous and a new in-group will be stronger to 237 
the extent that the two groups are incompatible. 238 

The bi-directional nature of the model implies the prediction that when people strongly identify with 239 
one social group but disidentify with another social group these two groups are perceived as more 240 
incompatible than two social groups that people identify similarly strong with.  241 

On the one hand, changes in group membership can be imposed by external pressure. For example, a 242 
person may be forced into unemployment and find himself or herself as a welfare recipient despite 243 
having strongly integrated an employee identity into the self-concept. Since a welfare recipient 244 
identity precludes an employee identity—both social groups are diametrically opposed and thus, 245 
incompatible with each other or mutually exclusive—people either associate the employee identity 246 
more strongly with their self or they associate the welfare recipient identity more strongly with their 247 
self. Which of both social groups is more strongly associated with the self depends on which of the 248 
social groups shares attributes that are associated with the self. Thus, if a person describes herself or 249 
himself as hardworking, independent, and successful, the cognitive network of this person resists 250 
forming strong associations with welfare recipients. On the other hand, a person may choose to 251 
become member of a new social group. Similarly, then, the associations between the social groups 252 
and the self are determined by the incompatibility between the new in-group and the previous in-253 
group. For example, a person who was a carnivore and chooses to become a vegetarian associates 254 
carnivores or vegetarians more strongly with the self in order to maintain cognitive consistency. 255 
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When people choose a new group membership, however, they may already associate the self with 256 
traits that are more strongly associated with the new in-group than with the former one. Then, the 257 
previous in-group is dissociated from the self in favor for the new in-group being associated with the 258 
self to maintain cognitive consistency.  259 

Hypothesis 2: When a new in-group is incompatible with a previous in-group, identification with the 260 
new in-group will be stronger if people choose to become a member of the new in-group than if they 261 
were forced to become a member of the new in-group.  262 

2.3.2.2 Compatible social groups imply expanding identities 263 

When people change from one social group to another social group and both groups are compatible 264 
with each other or overlapping, then the model predicts that both groups are associated with the self 265 
to a similar extent. As was the case for incompatible identities, changes in group membership 266 
between compatible identities can be imposed. For example, a person may be forced into another 267 
employment despite having strongly integrated a previous employee identity into the self-concept. If 268 
both employee identities share central characteristics—both social groups are compatible with each 269 
other—people associate the new employee identity in accordance with the previous employee 270 
identity with the self. Similarly, when the previous and the new in-groups are highly overlapping, 271 
people may identify in similarly strong ways with both groups. Thus, if a person describes herself or 272 
himself as hardworking, independent, and successful, and these characteristics are associated with the 273 
previous as well as with the new employee identity, then the cognitive network expands, forming 274 
association with the new in-group in accordance with the previous in-group. If a person chooses to 275 
become a member of a new social group, similarly the associations between the social groups and the 276 
self are determined by the compatibility between the new in-group and the previous in-group. To 277 
draw on the above-mentioned example, a person who was a vegetarian and chooses to become vegan 278 
simultaneously associates vegetarians and vegans with the self when both are compatible.  279 

Hypothesis 3: Compatibility of new in-groups with previous in-groups that people already show 280 
strong identification with will result in similarly strong identification with the new and the previous 281 
in-groups irrespective of whether the new in-groups are chosen or imposed.  282 

Before we derive hypotheses for how changing group membership affects intergroup attitudes, we 283 
will summarize established findings on how group membership and group identification contribute to 284 
intergroup attitudes. 285 

3 Group identification and intergroup attitudes 286 

As stated above, people form stronger associations between the self and social groups that share the 287 
attributes that are associated with the self (also see Turner et al., 1987). The premise that most people 288 
have positive self-esteem implies that associations of positive traits with the self are stronger than 289 
associations of negative traits with the self. Based on the balance-congruity and the imbalance-290 
dissonance principles, people will identify more strongly with groups that share self-associated 291 
positive traits. Correspondingly, the self-associated groups will be evaluated more positively than 292 
self-dissociated groups (i.e., in-group favoritism). This effect should be augmented the more positive 293 
people’s personal self-esteem is. 294 

Several pieces of evidence support these propositions. In studies on the roots of intergroup bias, 295 
researchers often categorize participants into one of two different groups, based on an ostensible test 296 
on arbitrary personal characteristics that people share with a group of other people (e.g., “figure-297 
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oriented information processors” versus “ground-oriented processors”; Otten and Moskowitz, 2000; 298 
Tajfel et al., 1971). Immediately afterwards, they assess attitudes towards both groups using either 299 
self-report questionnaires or reaction time procedures. The assessed explicit and implicit intergroup 300 
attitudes typically reflect a preference for the in-group over the out-group (e.g., Ashburn-Nardo et al., 301 
2001). Even though different reasons have been suggested for how categorization contributes to 302 
preferences for in-groups (see Hewstone et al., 2002), positive self-esteem is one of the established 303 
reasons (Cadinu and Rothbart, 1996; DiDonato et al., 2011; Gramzow and Gaertner, 2005; Roth and 304 
Steffens, 2014). In line with this account, research has demonstrated that individuals describe novel 305 
in-groups with traits that they also ascribe to themselves (Otten, 2003; Otten and Wentura, 2001). 306 
Research also has shown that people use self-ascribed traits to describe well-established in-groups 307 
such as gender groups (Otten and Epstude, 2006). Additionally, studies have shown that the more 308 
positive a person’s self-esteem, the more they prefer in-groups to out-groups (Aberson et al., 2000; 309 
also see Rudman et al., 2001). The evidence suggests that associating the self and social groups plays 310 
an important role in explicit (Gramzow and Gaertner, 2005) as well as implicit intergroup bias (Roth 311 
and Steffens, 2014). Additionally, these predictions have been supported using connectionist 312 
simulations (Vanhoomissen and Van Overwalle, 2010). Altogether, research has provided clear 313 
evidence that explicit and implicit preferences for self-associated groups (i.e., in-groups) over self-314 
dissociated groups (out-groups) form in line with the balance-congruity principle and the imbalance-315 
dissonance principle (Cvencek et al., 2016; Dunham, 2013; Greenwald et al., 2002). 316 

3.1 Predictions for how changing group membership affects intergroup attitudes 317 

Within the present model, we suggest that changes in group membership modify the associative 318 
structure among the self, traits, and social groups in line with the balance-congruity principle and the 319 
imbalance dissonance principle. These principles suggest that if a new in-group is compatible with 320 
previous in-groups the network forms associations between the self and the new in-group that 321 
coexists with associations of the previous in-groups and the self. If, however, the new in-group is 322 
incompatible with previous in-groups that are already associated with the self, the network resists 323 
forming associations with the new in-group or it dissociates previous in-groups from the self in favor 324 
of associating the new in-group with the self (see Hypotheses 1 to 3). How will these processes affect 325 
intergroup attitudes? 326 

The predictions of the model for intergroup attitudes are straightforward. Based on the premise that 327 
most people have positive self-esteem, people will associate more strongly social groups with the self 328 
that share positive traits than groups that are associated with negative traits. Based on the balance-329 
congruity principle the groups that are simultaneously associated with traits that are shared with the 330 
self will be evaluated in line with the self and thus, more positively than social groups that are less 331 
strongly associated with the self. Thus, the model implies that intergroup bias among compatible in-332 
groups declines whereas in the case of incompatible in-groups people will show intergroup bias in 333 
favor of the group that is more strongly associated with the self. 334 

Hypothesis 4: All else being equal, attitudes will be more positive towards the in-group (previous in-335 
group or new in-group) that people identify more strongly with compared to the in-group (previous 336 
in-group or new in-group) that people identify less strongly with.  337 

Hypothesis 5: Intergroup bias between a previous in-group and a new in-group will be stronger to the 338 
extent that the two groups are incompatible. 339 
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Previous research shows some preliminary evidence in support of Hypothesis 4 (Clement and 340 
Krueger, 2002; Sassenberg and Wieber, 2005). In the model, we have specified two ends of a 341 
continuum of changes in group membership. First, we considered changes of group membership that 342 
result in dissociating the original in-group from the self while the original out-group becomes 343 
associated to the self. In the laboratory, these situations have been created by categorizing people into 344 
one of two unfamiliar social groups, for example, by the bogus psychological test mentioned above 345 
(Otten and Wentura, 1999). Afterwards, these people were informed about a more precise test of 346 
membership that revealed their opposite group membership (Clement and Krueger, 2002). In one of 347 
our studies, we informed people about a mistaken first assignment because of computer malfunction 348 
(Roth, 2010). In these situations, the model predicts that intergroup bias will flip – because group 349 
membership is the only information about the social groups and consequently only the group that 350 
people share membership with is associated with the self. To our knowledge, only one published 351 
experiment has investigated effects of changing membership between in-group and out-group 352 
(Clement and Krueger, 2002). In this experiment, reassigning group membership changed which of 353 
the groups participants projected their own opinion on: Irrespective of prior group membership, 354 
participants projected to their new in-group (original out-group). Even though this experiment did not 355 
directly focus on intergroup attitudes, it provides preliminary evidence that cognitions about social 356 
groups switch when membership in unfamiliar social groups changes and the out-group is associated 357 
with the self instead of the previous in-group.  358 

Outside the laboratory, however, situations in which people completely dissociate a previous in-359 
group from the self could be rare. Instead, people may change group membership and associate a new 360 
in-group with their self but keep residual associations with the previous in-group due to its 361 
association with significant autobiographical memories. Thus, the new in-group is associated with the 362 
positive self in addition to the previous in-group. Consequently, in this case intergroup bias should be 363 
weaker because both groups are associated with the self. However, the imbalance-dissonance 364 
principle suggests that either the previous in-group or the new in-group is dissociated from the self 365 
the more incompatible the groups are with each other. Dissociating the previous in-group from the 366 
self while associating the new in-group with the self will result in preferences for the new in-group 367 
over the previous in-group; whereas dissociating the new in-group from the self, while associating 368 
the previous in-group with the self will result in preferences for the previous in-group. Likewise, the 369 
model’s balance-congruity principle suggests simultaneously strong associations of the self and the 370 
previous in-group as well as the new in-group when both groups are compatible which will result in a 371 
decline of intergroup bias.  372 

We have elaborated on two ends of what we suggest to be a continuum of changes in group 373 
membership. In summary, the model suggests that the relative attitude towards a previous in-group 374 
and a new in-group changes depending on the (in)compatibility of the social groups. We believe that 375 
most kinds of changes of group membership affect the relative association of the self with the 376 
previous and new in-groups with effects on intergroup attitudes. Furthermore, with respect to groups 377 
that people never belonged to, we derive the following hypothesis.  378 

Hypothesis 6: The group people were a member of and the group they become a member of will be 379 
evaluated more positively than social groups that people have not been a member of at any point in 380 
time.  381 

4 Resistant versus malleable intergroup attitudes 382 
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Research during the last decades has distinguished more automatic and less reflective attitudes (i.e., 383 
implicit attitudes) from less automatic and more reflective attitudes (i.e., explicit attitudes). Explicit 384 
attitudes are usually measured with self-report questionnaires. Answering questionnaires allows 385 
research participants to control and adjust their answers to what they consider an appropriate or 386 
correct attitude. Therefore, explicit attitudes are sensitive to social desirability and other controlled 387 
influences on attitudes. Implicit attitudes are measured indirectly, usually without the participant 388 
knowing the precise purpose of the task. Implicit attitudes are often inferred from reaction time 389 
differences in simple categorization tasks (e.g., Implicit Association Test, Greenwald et al., 1998; 390 
evaluative priming, Fazio, 1995). In general, implicit attitudes are considered to reflect more directly 391 
the underlying associative base of an attitude than explicit attitudes do (Conrey et al., 2005; Fazio 392 
and Olson, 2003; Gawronski and Sritharan, 2010). Distinguishing between implicit and explicit 393 
attitudes can help understanding of why people’s attitude towards a social group in one situation 394 
differs from their attitude towards the same group in a different situation. 395 

In line with this approach, models of implicit and explicit attitudes share the assumption that implicit 396 
and explicit attitudes can differ. However, it is still debated why and when they differ. Early theory 397 
conceptualized implicit attitudes as unconscious, and therefore not available to introspection, which 398 
is suggested to be a precondition for explicit attitudes (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). Other models 399 
propose two different systems that hardly communicate. Within these models, the implicit attitude is 400 
claimed to be overlearned and stored in a distinct system. It is considered to be difficult to change 401 
whereas the explicit attitude is easily updated in response to new information (e.g., Rydell and 402 
McConnell, 2006; Wilson et al., 2000). In contrast to these claims, evidence has accumulated that 403 
people are well aware of their implicit attitudes and that they are able to introspect about them (Hahn 404 
et al., 2014). Furthermore, implicit attitudes are less stable over time than explicit attitudes, which 405 
speaks against the hypothesis that implicit attitudes are in general overlearned and harder to change 406 
than explicit attitudes (Gawronski et al., 2017). Finally, research shows that implicit and explicit 407 
attitudes correlate depending on boundary conditions such as motivation and cognitive resources 408 
(Amodio et al., 2003; Hofmann et al., 2005). Some other models that coincide with these findings 409 
suggest two different systems or processes that do interact (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2007; Strack and 410 
Deutsch, 2004) and that operating conditions determine whether implicit and explicit attitudes 411 
diverge or converge (Olson and Fazio, 2009). Two of these models specifically address attitude 412 
change (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2006; Petty et al., 2007). Both models suggest that implicit 413 
attitudes more directly reflect the underlying associative structure than explicit attitudes. 414 
Furthermore, implicit attitudes serve as the basis for explicit attitudes, unless the information implied 415 
by the implicit attitude is rejected because of its inconsistency with other considered information. If 416 
information that is considered valid diverges from whichever associative structure is automatically 417 
activated, the implicit attitude reflects the automatic activated pattern whereas the explicit attitude is 418 
adjusted to the information considered to be valid (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2007). Most 419 
importantly, these models suggest that changes in the associative structure are reflected more directly 420 
in the implicit attitude whereas the explicit attitude additionally reflects information deemed to be 421 
valid.  422 

Experimental evidence on the resistance versus malleability of implicit attitudes compared to explicit 423 
attitudes is ambiguous. Importantly, these divergent outcomes resulted from very different attitude 424 
manipulations (also see Rudman, 2004). Some studies provided information to participants that a 425 
recently established attitude was based on mistaken descriptive information (e.g., Gregg et al., 2006), 426 
whereas other studies used evaluative conditioning to change attitudes (e.g., Dijksterhuis, 2004). 427 
Whilst evaluative conditioning changed implicit attitudes but not explicit ones (e.g., Grumm et al., 428 
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2009; Rydell et al., 2006), verbal information changed explicit attitudes but not implicit ones (e.g., 429 
Gregg et al., 2006; Rydell et al., 2006). In sum, studies suggest that implicit and explicit attitude 430 
change can depend on the approach used to alter attitudes and on the processes involved in the 431 
respective approach (e.g., Mann and Ferguson, 2015; Wyer, 2016). In our reading, implicit attitudes 432 
change when the associative pattern changes, whereas corresponding changes in explicit attitudes 433 
will be moderated depending on whatever is considered valid (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2011) 434 
or appropriate (Olson and Fazio, 2009). 435 

Will changing group membership and the resulting change in self-group associations affect explicit 436 
and implicit intergroup attitudes similarly? In line with established attitude models (Gawronski and 437 
Bodenhausen, 2006; Petty et al., 2007), we expect changes in the associative structure among the 438 
self, attributes, and the social groups to be reflected more directly in implicit intergroup attitudes. 439 
Thus, the effect of changes in group membership and its resulting effect on self-group associations in 440 
line with the balance-congruity and the imbalance-dissonance principles should more strongly be 441 
observed on implicit intergroup attitudes. These changes will not necessarily show in explicit 442 
intergroup attitudes. Explicit intergroup attitudes will depend on what information people consider 443 
most valid. Importantly, several sources influence what people consider valid information about a 444 
social group when they become a member themselves (e.g., Abrams and Hogg, 1988, Hogg and 445 
Abrams, 1993). These validation processes (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2011) can overwrite 446 
effects of associations between the self and the previous and the new in-group membership on their 447 
explicit intergroup attitudes.  448 

Briefly, we suggest that associating the self to a previous out-group by changing group membership 449 
is a mechanism by which implicit intergroup attitudes can switch when the previous in-group is 450 
disconnected from the self. Implicit intergroup bias should decline when a new in-group is associated 451 
similarly strong with the self than the previous in-group. When groups differ on other dimensions in 452 
addition to the relative associations between the self and each of the groups, self-group associations 453 
will alter the implicit intergroup attitude. However, group stereotypes and any validating forces 454 
should influence explicit intergroup attitudes because explicit attitudes reflect the information that 455 
people consider most valid and appropriate (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2006). This leads us to our 456 
final hypothesis. 457 

Hypothesis 7: Effects on intergroup attitudes as stated in Hypothesis 4 and 5 will be shown more 458 
clearly in measures that more proximally assess associative patterns underlying attitudes than on self-459 
reported attitudes. 460 

5 Integration with theories on multiple identities 461 

The present model complements previous theories on identity change and multiple social identities. 462 
Previous models have suggested that identity integration depends on the compatibility or overlap of 463 
social groups (e.g., Amiot et al., 2007; Benet-Martinez and Haritatos, 2005) and that a non-overlap 464 
between social groups goes along with intrapsychic conflicts, discrimination and reduced well-being 465 
(Amiot et al., 2015). The present model suggests that these relationships can be traced back to the 466 
representation of the self and social groups in the mental knowledge structure. The model builds on 467 
cognitive consistency principles in the formation and change of mental associations among concepts. 468 
Research has demonstrated that cognitive dissonance is reflected in a tension and negative emotions 469 
(Levy et al., 2017) which is in line with the assumption that a non-overlap of social identities goes 470 
along with negative outcomes. The present model specifies cognitive mechanisms that contribute to 471 
the developmental stages of identity integration described in the model of Amiot and colleagues 472 
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(2007). It also accounts for the suggestion in work on bicultural identity integration by Benet-473 
Martinez and Haritatos (2005) that the perceived distance between two cultures goes along with 474 
acculturation stress and identification with either one instead of both cultures (Benet-Martinez and 475 
Haritatos, 2005). Thus, the present model provides a general framework on the underlying cognitive 476 
mechanisms involved in integrating multiple social identities as specified by previous models. 477 

Another prominent model that addresses the integration of multiple social groups into the self-478 
concept is the identity complexity model by Roccas and Brewer (2002). These authors suggest that 479 
the less identities overlap (thus, the less compatible they are) the more complex will be the 480 
representation of in-groups in the mental knowledge structure and that this complexity is beneficial 481 
for people’s well-being and for intergroup relations. At first glance, this prediction seems to be at 482 
odds with the present model. The present model suggests that incompatibility between social groups 483 
results in discrepancies in the strength of identification with the groups: People will identify with one 484 
of the incompatible in-groups more strongly than with the other one. Furthermore, according to the 485 
present model, people should show preferences for the group that is more strongly associated with 486 
the self than with groups that are less strongly associated with the self. However, when people are 487 
members of different social groups that contradict each other in some characteristics, other 488 
characteristics may counteract dissociating any one of the social groups from the self. In order to 489 
restore cognitive consistency without dissociating any one of these in-groups from the self may result 490 
in a differentiation of social groups. For example, if a person identifies with women and similarly 491 
identifies with math majors, differentiating the concept women into math-affiliated women and math-492 
opposing women can reduce dissonance between both in-groups (to apply this mechanism to 493 
stereotype threat theory, compare to Schmader et al., 2008). Thus, when incompatibility between 494 
social groups repeatedly leads to cognitive dissonance and disidentification with any one of the 495 
conflicted group memberships is not possible, these pressured concepts will tend to split into 496 
subconcepts (see Greenwald et al., 2002). This dissonance resolving differentiation process may 497 
account for the premise of Roccas and Brewer’s identity complexity model (2002). Thus, whereas the 498 
present model makes clear predictions about relative group identification with (in)compatible in-499 
groups, incompatibility between in-groups may progressively be resolved by a process of 500 
differentiation.   501 

Interestingly, Crisp and Turner (2011) have suggested that being confronted with multiple social 502 
identities results in flexible inhibition of stereotypes. These authors argued that the incompatibility of 503 
different in-groups’ stereotypes can be progressively resolved by repeated confrontation resulting in 504 
flexible inhibition of stereotypes. Although the authors reviewed convincing evidence on the 505 
perception of out-group members that disconfirm existing stereotypes, there seems to be only little 506 
evidence on whether the same processes hold true for conflicting in-groups. Therefore, it is an 507 
interesting question whether the perceived incompatibility of in-groups is resolved in the ways 508 
suggested by Crisp and Turner (2011).  509 

6  Implications for reducing intergroup bias 510 

Reducing intergroup bias is important, and policy makers undertake efforts towards this goal. 511 
Moreover, in contemporary societies changing group membership is common. The causes of 512 
intergroup bias (and changing group membership) are complex and we are looking at just one aspect 513 
of this. Hence, there will be many possible strategies for reducing bias, and we are not suggesting 514 
that our model provides a full solution. However, based on the model we address some points that 515 
could be helpful. First, in line with previous research, the present model claims that group 516 
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identification is a driving force of explicit and implicit intergroup bias. Second, the model provides a 517 
framework specifying when and how intergroup bias can alter, based on changes of group 518 
membership. We do not suggest that the relative strength of self-group associations is the only source 519 
of intergroup bias, but it can serve as a resource for altering explicit as well as implicit intergroup 520 
bias. Stronger identification with one over another social group is a driving mechanism for intergroup 521 
bias (Sassenberg & Wieber, 2005). Therefore, the model suggests that any intervention that helps 522 
perceiving similarities among several social groups and that fit with people’s self-concept can be 523 
effective in reducing intergroup bias between these groups. These predictions of the present model 524 
are in line with Gaertner and Dovidio’s common in-group identification model (2012). These authors 525 
suggest that perceiving out-groups as part of a broader inclusive in-group reduces intergroup bias. 526 
Whereas their model focuses on the hierarchical integration of social identities into the self-concept 527 
with consequences for social groups that are included in an overarching category, the present model 528 
focusses on intergroup attitudes among groups that people are member of or have been member of at 529 
a certain point in time. Thus, both approaches complement each other. 530 

An example of evidence in line with the present model is that exchange programs for students 531 
reduced intergroup bias by increasing the overlap between students enrolled in the program and the 532 
respective national out-group (Sassenberg and Matschke, 2010). From the perspective of the present 533 
model, exchange programs can be one way of highlighting commonalities between nationalities. 534 
Consequently, the foreign nationality and the original nationality can both become associated with 535 
the self-concept, resulting in a decline of intergroup bias (for similar findings, see extended contact 536 
effects, e.g., Wright et al., 1997). This is in line with cross-categorization models that suggest that 537 
double in-groups (e.g., a German US citizen) are evaluated more positively than cross-categories that 538 
include only one in-group and an out-group (e.g., Hewstone et al., 1993). When the person self-539 
associates with Germans and US citizens both social groups are associated with traits that are shared 540 
with the self. However, when only one of the groups is associated with the self and the other social 541 
group is incompatible with that in-group, the crossed category should be evaluated less in line with 542 
self-ascribed attributes.  543 

The processes outlined in the present model mirror those described in models on the effect of 544 
perspective taking on out-group attitudes (e.g., Todd and Burgmer, 2013). In fact, it appears that the 545 
suggested mechanisms involved in changing group membership may also account for reduction of 546 
bias when people take the perspective of another person. Thus, the present model suggests that 547 
perspective taking will be more effective in improving out-group attitudes when the out-group is 548 
compatible instead of incompatible with relevant in-groups. 549 

The present model contributes to understanding the formation and change of intergroup bias. It helps 550 
predicting when and how changes of group membership affect intergroup attitudes. This knowledge 551 
can inform the important societal issue of intergroup bias in a world where some group boundaries 552 
are becoming more malleable. The model suggests simple mechanisms, based on cognitive 553 
consistency principles, implying that new in-groups that are compatible with previous in-groups are 554 
associated with the self in line with previous identities and that associating social groups to this 555 
knowledge structure increases liking for these groups. Strengthening and reducing these connections 556 
can increase and decrease bias between social groups. Interventions that help highlighting 557 
commonalities instead of contradictions between social groups and thereby help the integration of 558 
new groups into the self-concept in line with previous identities may help changing intergroup bias. 559 
This has important implications for assimilation policies in multi-cultural countries. Policies should 560 
encourage compatibility between previous and new identities. This implies that people from different 561 
cultures need to go to the same schools, hold similar jobs, and live in similar places. It discourages 562 
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any kind of segregation since this may increase incompatibility between previous and new group 563 
memberships. Since compatibility between social groups may be reached by assimilating a minority 564 
group membership to a majority group but also vice versa, it could be a promising strategy to make 565 
salient aspects of the majority’s preexisting identity that are consistent with including the minority in 566 
their group (also see Smeekes and Verkuyten, 2015). These strategies may help to reach an identity 567 
integration stage that implies high involvement in the culture of origin as well as the new cultural in-568 
group (Berry, 1997) and represents the most adaptive of four different acculturation categories 569 
(Berry, 2005).   570 

7 Future directions  571 

The present model builds on cognitive consistency principles in social cognition to explain the 572 
integration of new identities into the self-concept with consequences for intergroup bias. Based on 573 
these established mechanisms, the present model suggests that group identification is represented in 574 
the mental knowledge structure by an associative link between the self and the in-group. The model 575 
suggests that changes in group membership affect the cognitive representation of the self and the in-576 
group and out-group depending on group (in)compatibility that in turn affects intergroup attitudes. 577 
We stated hypotheses that we believe are the crucial or most interesting ones for the question how 578 
changes in group membership affect group identification and intergroup bias, but this is not an 579 
exhaustive list of hypothesizes that can be derived from the model. Systematic research is warranted 580 
to test the hypotheses derived from the model. In a first step, this could be done by using minimal 581 
groups to which people are assigned and reassigned (see Clement and Krueger, 2005). Minimal 582 
groups have the advantage that people do not have previous stereotypes or experiences with these 583 
groups. This opens up the possibility to manipulate group stereotypes, norms, values, and goals to be 584 
compatible or incompatible between the social groups. Furthermore, additional variables such as 585 
group member’s experiences with these groups or duration of group membership can be manipulated. 586 
In order to address concerns with external validity of minimal group experiments, research should 587 
test the model’s prediction with existing groups and memberships. Thus, in a second step, the 588 
variables of interest could be measured or quasi-experimentally manipulated. Finally, longitudinal 589 
research on changes in group membership could show these change processes occurring naturally.  590 

Notably, several motivational, situational, and interindividual differences may influence the strength 591 
of the mental association between the self and the original in-group as well as the self and the new in-592 
group. In this paragraph, we mention some of the factors that could be addressed in future research. 593 
We believe that one crucial variable that influences the strength of the association between the self 594 
and a social group is the duration of the respective group membership. Whereas a continuous history 595 
of a person as member of a social group may intensify the association between the self and that 596 
group, a short-term membership without much meaning may work to the contrary. Short-term group 597 
membership may end up in a loose association between the self and the group that is more easily 598 
overwritten when membership changes; more permanent group membership may strengthen the 599 
connection (Sanchez et al., 2007). Autobiographical memory about the self as a member of a social 600 
group that goes along with an extensive duration of group membership may affect attitudes towards 601 
that group long after the person left that group. This should be particularly the case when the 602 
previous in-group shares stable characteristics with the self. For example, when people are forced to 603 
change their group membership and the new in-group is incompatible with the previous in-group 604 
people will show stronger associations with the previous in-group than with the new in-group (e.g., 605 
Jetten and Hutchison, 2011).  606 
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Furthermore, motivational processes may play a role in associating or dissociating a social group 607 
to/from the self. Research has shown that people identify with social groups to satisfy basic motives 608 
(Vignoles et al., 2006, 2008). Thus, people may more strongly associate social groups to their self-609 
concept that fulfill their motives for self-esteem, distinctiveness, continuity, and meaning, whereas 610 
social groups that do not satisfy these motives may be associated less strongly to the self-concept. 611 
These motives may be reflected in variations of how much people voluntarily belong to a social 612 
group. Similarly, group membership based on shared opinion between the self and a social group 613 
may lead to strong identification with opinion-based groups with the result of strong intergroup bias 614 
towards the opposing group and consequences for collective action (Bliuc et al., 2007). In general, 615 
we predict that the more people want to belong to a social group the stronger they will identify with 616 
this group and thus, show a stronger association between the self and the social group. This has 617 
consequences for intergroup attitudes; the chosen in-group will be evaluated positively and because 618 
of its incompatibility with opponent groups, the latter may be devalued. It is another interesting 619 
question to test whether social groups that people disidentify with as measured with explicit measures 620 
(Becker and Tausch, 2014) can still be associated with the self influencing intergroup attitudes (see 621 
Kachanoff et al., 2016). The present model suggests that the more positive people’s self-esteem is the 622 
stronger their intergroup bias will be in favor of the group that is more strongly connected with the 623 
self. This process does not preclude additional motivational processes such as the deliberate selection 624 
of positive characteristics when describing the in-group compared to the out-group. Future research 625 
could test the relative contribution of these processes to intergroup bias. Finally, a central proposition 626 
of the model is that most people’s self-esteem is positive and that associating the self with a social 627 
group therefore contributes to a preference of the self-associated over a self-dissociated social group. 628 
However, some people’s self-esteem is negative; future research should test the generalizability of 629 
the predictions derived from the present model across various populations (e.g., people with affective 630 
disorders or those who belong to stigmatized groups). 631 

8 Conclusion 632 

We presented a parsimonious model on how changes of group membership are reflected in cognitive 633 
representations of the self, traits, and the group’s (in)compatibility that in turn can alter implicit and 634 
also explicit intergroup bias. However, the influence on explicit intergroup bias is also affected by 635 
what a person considers an appropriate attitude in the respective situation. Our cognitive consistency 636 
based recategorization model suggests that any group that is associated with the self profits from self-637 
associated positive valence and is thus represented more positively than groups that are linked less 638 
strongly or are dissociated from the self. Based on established cognitive consistency principles and 639 
on previous research on categorization-induced intergroup bias, self-anchoring, and dual process 640 
perspectives on attitudes, the present model suggests that not only explicit but also implicit 641 
intergroup bias is flexible, and that it depends on associating social groups to the individual’s self-642 
concept. The model suggests that self-association is a process that in addition to established 643 
mechanisms like evaluative conditioning can effectively change the associative structure underlying 644 
the self-concept and social groups. Altogether, changing group membership can be an effective 645 
strategy in altering reflected as well as more automatic forms of intergroup bias – at least when 646 
boundaries between groups are permeable. Given that contemporary societies are characterized by 647 
frequent changes of group memberships, be it related to jobs, professions, cities, or countries, this 648 
article aims to shift from a relatively ‘static’ consideration of social group memberships in the here 649 
and now to a more ‘flexible’ view of group memberships as changing through space and time. In 650 
modern society, group memberships change, and so do social identities. Given that social identities 651 
are important aspects of the individual’s self-concept, identity change is complex and important. The 652 
suggested model provides a framework from which innovative testable predictions can be derived 653 
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and tested that in turn help to explain and predict societally relevant contemporary issues of modern 654 
life.  655 
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Figure 1: (own visualization based on Greenwald et al., 2002) presents an example of a very 938 
simplified associative knowledge structure that includes aspects that correspond to the psychological 939 
constructs self-concept, self-esteem, stereotypes, prejudice, and group identification. In this example, 940 
the social group women is most strongly associated with positive traits whereas the social group men 941 
is most strongly associated with negative traits. Thus, whereas in this simplified example the group 942 
women is represented predominantly positively, the group men is represented mostly negatively.  943 

Figure 2: A simplified model of identity integration. Each oval represents a concept. Lines between 944 
concepts represent associations. The left and the right upper triangle correspond to a balanced 945 
identity design as represented in Greenwald et al. (2002). If a person identifies with Group X, and the 946 
self is associated with certain attributes the balance congruity and the dissonance imbalance principle 947 
suggest that Group X is also associated with the same attributes. Similarly, when the self is 948 
associated with certain attributes and so is Group X then, identification with this group strengthens. 949 
Finally, the self-concept may also be influenced by strong identification with a Group X that is 950 
associated with certain attributes. For example, the stereotypes that a person associates with a social 951 
group may be associated with the self the more a person identifies with that social group. Similarly, 952 
the traits that a person associates with the self may be associated with the group the more the person 953 
identifies with the group. Finally, when the same traits are ascribed to the group and to the self the 954 
association between the self and the group may strengthen. The same holds true for the right upper 955 
triangle if Group X is replaced by Group Y. For a more detailed description, see p. 4. The lower 956 
triangle extends the design along cognitive congruency principles. The balance-congruity principle 957 
and the imbalance-dissonance principle predict that only if both groups Group X and Group Y are 958 
compatible, both groups may show strong associations with the self. If groups are incompatible with 959 
each other only either one of both groups will show stronger associations with the self, whereas the 960 
other group will show weaker associations with the self. 961 In review
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