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Experiments in Intergroup Discrimination 

Can discrilnination be traced to SOlne such origin as social conflict 

or a history of hostility? Not necessarily. Apparently the lnere fact 

of division into groups is enough to trigger discriminatory behavior 

I
ntergroup discrimination is a feature 

of most modern societies. The phe
nomenon is depressingly similar re

gardless of the constitution of the "in
group" and of the "outgroup" that is per
ceived as being somehow different. A 
Slovene friend of mine once described to 
me the stereotypes-the common traits 
attributed to a large human group-that 
are applied in his country, the richest 
constituent republic of Yugoslavia, to 
immigrant Bosnians, who come from a 
poorer region. Some time later I pre
sented this description to a group of stu
dents at the University of Oxford and 
asked them to guess by whom it was 
used and to whom it referred. The al
most unanimous reply was that this was 
the characterization applied by native 
Englishmen to "colored" immigrants: 
people coming primarily from the West 
Indies, India and Pakistan. 

The intensity of discrimination varies 
more than the nature of the phenom
enon. In countries with long-standing in
tergroup problems-be they racial as in 
the U. S. ,  religious as in Northern Ireland 
or linguistic-national as in Belgium-ten
sions reach the boiling point more easily 
than they do elsewhere. In spite of differ
ing economic, cultural, historical, politi
cal and psychological backgrounds, how
ever, the attitudes of prejudice toward 
outgroups and the behavior of discrimi
nation against outgroups clearly display 
a set of common characteristics. Social 
scientists have naturally been concerned 
to try to identify these characteristics in 
an effort to understand the origins of 
prejudice and discrimination. 

The investigative approaches to this 
task can be roughly classified into two 

categories. Some workers stress the so
cial determinants of prejudice and dis
crimination. Others emphaSize psycho-
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logical causation. In The Functions of 
Social Conflict, published in 1956, Lewis 
A. Coser of Brandeis University estab
lished a related dichotomy when he dis
tinguished between two types of inter
group conflict: the "rational" and the "ir
rational." The former is a means to an 
end: the conflict and the attitudes that 
go with it reflect a genuine competition 
between groups with divergent interests. 
The latter is an end in itself: it serves to 
release accumulated emotional tensions 
of various kinds. As both popular lore 
and the psychological literature testify, 
nothing is better suited for this purpose 
than a well-selected scapegoat. 

These dichotomies have some value as 
analytical tools but they need not be 
taken too seriously. Most cases of con
flict between human groups, large or 
small, reflect an intricate interdepen
dence of social and psychological cau
sation. Often it is difficult, and probably 
fruitless, to speculate about what were 
the first causes of real present-day social 
situations. Moreover, there is a dialecti
cal relation between the objective and 
the subjective determinants of intergroup 
attitudes and behavior. Once the process 
is set in motion they reinforce each other 
in a relentless spiral in which the weight 
of predominant causes tends to shift con
tinuously. For example, economic or so
cial competition can lead to discrimina
tory behavior; that behavior can then in 
a number of ways create attitudes of 
prejudice; those attitudes can in turn 
lead to new forms of discriminatory be
havior that create new economic or so
cial disparities, and so the vicious circle 
is continued. 

The interdependence of the tvvo types 
of causation does not manifest itself only 
in their mutual reinforcement. They ac
tually converge because of the psycho
logical effects on an individual of his so-

ciocultural milieu. This convergence is 
often considered in terms of social learn
ing and confOimity. For instance, there is 
much evidence that children learn quite 
early the pecking order of evaluations of 
various groups that prevails in their so
ciety, and that the order remains fairly 
stable. This applies not only to the evalu
ation of groups that are in daily contact, 
such as racial groups in mixed environ
ments, but also to ideas about foreign 
nations with which there is little if any 
personal contact. 

In studies conducted at Oxford a few 
years ago my colleagues and I found a 
high consensus among children of six 
and seven in their preference for four 
foreign countries. The order was Amer
ica, France, Gelmany and Russia, and 
there was a correlation of .98 between 
the preferences of subjects from two 
different schools. As for adults, studies 
conducted by Thomas F. Pettigrew in 
the late 1950's in South Africa and in the 
American South have shown that con
formity is an important determinant of 
hostile attitudes toward blacks in both 
places (above and beyond individu
al tendencies toward authoritarianism, 
which is known to be closely related to 
prejudice toward outgroups). 

These studies, like many others, were 
concerned with attitudes rather than 

behavior, with prejudice rather than dis
crimination. Discrimination, it is often 
said, is more directly a function of the 
objective social situation, which some
times does and sometimes does not fa
cilitate the expression of attitudes; the 
attitudes of prejudice may be SOcially 
learned or due to tendencies to conform, 
but they are not a very efficient predictor 
of discriminatory behavior. According to 
this view, psychological considerations 
are best suited to explaining and predict-
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A 
-19 -16 -13 -10 -7 -4 

MATRIX 1 

6 5 4 3 2 1 

12 10 8 6 4 2 

MATRIX 2 

-25 -21 -17 -13 -9 -5 

B 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

MATRIX 3 

14 13 12 11 1 0  9 

18 17 1 6  1 5  14 1 3  

MATRIX 4 

5 6 7 8 9 1 0  

c 
-14 -1 2 -1 0 -8 -6 -4 

MATRIX 5 

23 19 1 5  11 7 3 

17 14 11 8 5 2 

MATRIX 6 

-8 - 7 -6 -5 -4 -3 

FIRST EXPERIMENT conducted by the author and his colleagues 

utilized these six matrices. The numbers represented points (later 

translated into awards or penalties in money) to be assigned by a 

subject to other individuals; by checking a box the subject assigned 

the number of points in the top of the box to one person and the 

number in the bottom of the box to another person; he did not 

know the identity of these people but only whether each was a 

member of his own group or "the other group." (The groups had 

-1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

0 -1 -4 -7 -1 0 -13 -16 -1 9 

0 -1 -5 -9 -1 3 -17 -21 -25 

-1 0 2 4 6 8 10 12 

7 8 9 1 0  1 1  1 2  1 3  14 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

1 2  1 1  10 9 8 7 6 5 

1 1  1 2  1 3  14 1 5  1 6  17 18 

-2 -1 3 7 11 1 5  1 9  23 

-1 -2 -4 -6 -8 -1 0 -12 -1 4 

-1 -2 -:-3 -4 -5 -6 -7 -8 

-2 -1 2 5 8 11 1 4  17 

been established by the experimenters on grounds that were arti· 

ficial and insignificant.) Each matrix appeared three times in a test 

booklet with each row of numbers labeled to indicate whether the 

subject was choosing between two members of his own group (in· 

group) other than himself, two members of the outgroup or one 

member of the in group and one member of the outgroup. Choices 

were scored to see if subjects chose for fairness, maximum gain to 

their own group or maximum difference in favor of the ingroup. 
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A 

MATRIX 1 

MIP 

MD 

MATRIX 2 

B 

MATRIX 3 

MD 

MATRIX 4 

19 18 

1 3 

23 22 

5 7 

7 8 

1 3 

11 12 

5 7 

17 16 15 14 

5 7 9 11 

21 20 19 18 

9 11 13 15 

9 10 11 12 

5 7 9 11 

13 1 4  15 16 

9 11 13 15 

SECOND EXPERIMENT involved new matrices. Each was pre

sented in four versions labeled (as in the illustration at the bottom 

of this page) to indicate whether the choice was between members 

of different groups or between two members of the same group; 

the intergroup choices sometimes had the ingroup member's points 

in the top row and sometimes had ti}em in the bottom row. The ob

jective now was to analyze the influence of three variables on the 

subjects' choices: maximum in group profit (MIP), maximum joint 

profit (M]P) and maximum difference in favor of the ingroup 

member (MD). These varied according to different patterns in the 

13 12 11 10 

13 15 17 19 

17 16 15 14 

17 19 21 23 

13 14 15 16 

13 15 17 19 

17 18 19 20 

17 1 9  21 23 

9 8 

21 23 

13 12 

25 27 

17 18 

21 23 

21 22 

25 27 

7 

25 

11 

29 

19 

25 

23 

29 

MJP 

MJP 

MIP 

MD 

MIP 

MJP 

MIP 

MJP 

MD 

Type A and Type B matrices and in the different versions; in some 

cases the maxima were together at one end of the matrix and in 

other cases they were at opposite ends. For example, in the ingroup

over-out group version of Type A matrices the maximum in group 

profit and maximum difference were at one end and the maximum 

joint profit at the other end (colored type); in the outgroup-over

ingroup version of the same matrices the three maxima were to

gether at the right-hand end of the matrices (black type). Type B 
ingroup-over-outgroup versions, on the other hand, distinguish the 

difference in favor of ingroup from the other two gains (color). 

Booklet for Ilroup preferring Klee 

These numbers are rewards for: 
.j 

member [10_ 74 of Klee !troup 

member no. 44 of Kandinsky group 

El � tJ 6 � � 6 6[j[j00[j 
tJ � tJ tJ � � tJ ������ 

Please fill in below details of the box you have just chosen: 

Reward for member no. 74 of Klee group 

Reward for member no. 44 of Kandinsky t;roup 

PAGE OF BOOKLET, presenting a single matrix, is reproduced as 

a subject might have marked it. In addition to checking a box, the 

subject filled in the blanks below it to confirm his choice. The page 

100 

11 

17 

heading reminded him which group he was in. The awards were 

made to persons identified only by number and group; the subject 

did not know who they were but only their group identification. 
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the first room and would receive the 
amount of money the other boys had 
awarded him. The value of each point 
they were awarding was a tenth of a 
penny (about a tenth of a U.S. cent). 
After these instructions were given, the 
boys were led individually to their cubi
cles to fill out their booklets. 

On each page in the booklet there was 
one matrix consisting of 14 boxes con
taining two numbers each. The numbers 
in the top row were the rewards and 
penalties to be awarded to one person 
and those in the bottom row were those 
to be awarded to another. Each row was 
labeled "These are rewards and penalties 
for member No. _ of your group" or 
" . . .  of the other group." The subjects 
had to indicate their choices by check
ing one box in each matrix. On the cover 
of each booklet and at the top of each 
page was written: "Booklet for member 
of the _ group." 

There were six matrices [see illustra-
tion on page 97] and each of them 

appeared three times in the booklet
once for each of three types of choice. 
There were ingroup choices, with the 
top and the bottom row signifying the 
rewards and penalties to be awarded to 
two members of the subject's own group 
(other than himself). Then there were 
outgroup choices, with both rows signi
fying the rewards and penalties for a 
member of the other group. Finally 
there were intergroup, or "differential," 
choices, one row indicating the rewards 
and penalties to be awarded to an in
group member (other than himself) and 
the other the points for an outgroup 
member. (The top and bottom positions 
of ingroup and outgroup members were 
varied at random.) 

The results for the intergroup choices 
were first scored in terms of ranks of 
choices. In each matrix Rank 1 stood for 
the choice of the term that gave to the 
member of the ingroup the minimum 
possible number of points in that matrix; 
Rank 14, at the opposite extreme of the 
matrix, stood for the maximum possible 
number of points. Comparable (but more 
complex) methods of scoring were adopt
ed for the other two kinds of choice, the 
ingroup choices and the outgroup ones, 
and for comparison of these choices with 
those made in the differential situation. 

The results were striking. In making 
their intergroup choices a large majority 
of the subjects, in all groups in both con
ditions, gave more money to members of 
their own group than to members of the 
other group. All the results were-at a 
very high level of statistical Significance 

-above both Rank 7.5, which represents 
the point of maximum fairness, and the 
mean ranks of the ingroup and outgroup 
choices. In contrast the in group and out
group choices were closely distributed 
about the point of fairness. Further anal
ysis made it clear that intergroup dis
crimination was the deliberate strategy 
adopted in making intergroup choices. 

Before continuing, let us review the 
situation. The boys, who knew each oth
er well, were divided into groups defined 
by flimsy and unimportant criteria. Their 
own individual interests were not affect
ed by their choices, since they always as
signed points to two other people and 
no one could know what any other boy's 
choices were. The amounts of money 
were not trivial for them: each boy left 
the experiment with the equivalent of 
about a dollar. Inasmuch as they could 
not know who was in their group and 
who was in the other group, they could 
have adopted either of two reasonable 
strategies. They could have chosen the 
maximum-joint-profit point of the ma
trices, which would mean that the boys 
as a total group would get the most mon
ey out of the experimenters, or they 
could choose the point of maximum fair
ness. Indeed, they did tend to choose 
the second alternative when their choices 
did not involve a distinction between in
group and outgroup. As soon as this dif
ferentiation was involved, however, they 
discriminated in favor of the ingroup. 
The only thing we needed to do to 
achieve this result was to associate their 
judgments of numbers of dots with the 
use of the terms "your group" and "the 
other group" in the instructions and on 
the booklets of matrices. 

The results were at a very high level 
of statistical significance in all eight 

separately tested groups of eight boys. 
In view of the consistency of the phe
nomenon we decided to analyze it fur
ther and also to validate it with a differ
ent criterion for intergroup categoriza
tion. We tested three new groups of 16 
boys each, this time with aesthetic pref
erence as the basis of the division into 
two groups. The boys were shown 12 
slides, six of which were reproductions 
of paintings by Paul Klee and six by 
Wassily Kandinsky, and they were asked 
to express their preference for one or the 
other of these two "foreign painters." 
The reproductions were presented with
out the painter's signature, so that half 
of the subjects could be assigned at ran
dom to the "Klee group" and half to the 
"Kandinsky group." 

The matrices that confronted the boys 

subsequently in their individual cubicles 
were different from those in the first ex
periment. We were now interested in as
sessing the relative weights of some of 
the variables that may have pulled their 
decisions in one direction or the other. In 
this experiment we looked at three vari
ables: maximum joint profit, or the larg
est possible joint award to both people; 
maximum ingroup profit, or the largest 
possible award to a member of the in
group, and maximum difference, or the 
largest possible difference in gain be
tween a member of the in group and a 
member of the outgroup in favor of the 
former. 

There were four different matrices 
[see top illustration on opposite page]. 
As in the first experiment, there were 
three types of choice: between a mem
ber of the ingroup and a member of the 
outgroup, between two members of the 
in group and between two members of 
the outgroup. In the outgroup-over-in
group version of Type A matrices (that 
is, where the numbers in the top row 
represented amounts given to a member 
of the outgroup and in the bottom row 
to a member of the in group) the three 
gains-joint profit, in group profit and dif
ference in favor of the in group-varied 
together; their maxima (maximum joint 
profit, maximum in group profit and 
maximum difference) were all at the 
same end of the matrix. In the ingroup
over-outgroup version, ingroup profit 
and difference in favor of ingroup went 
together in one direction and were in 
direct conflict with choices approaching 
maximum joint profit. In the Type B 
matrices outgroup-over-ingroup versions 
again represented a covariation of the 
three gains; in the ingroup-over-out
group versions, difference in favor of 
ingroup varied in the direction opposite 
to joint profit and ingroup profit com
bined. 

A comparison of the boys' choices in 
the various matrices showed that maxi
mum joint profit exerted hardly any ef
fect at all; the effect of maximum in
group profit and maximum difference 
combined against maximum joint profit 
was strong and highly significant; the 
effect of maximum difference against 
maximum joint profit and maximum in
group profit was also strong and highly 
significant. In other words, when the 
subjects had a choice between maximiz
ing the profit for all and maximizing the 
profit for members of their own group, 
they acted on behalf of their own group. 
When they had a choice between profit 
for all and for their own group com
bined, as against their own group's win-

101 

© 1970 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, INC

This content downloaded from 
�������������141.2.113.172 on Mon, 06 Mar 2023 08:54:26 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



� Oxfor d �_. 
The Face of the Deep 
By BRUCE C. HEEZEN, Lamont-Doherty 
Geological Observatory, Columbia University, 
and CHARLES D. HOLLISTER, Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution. This volume offers 
a vivid picture of the ocean bottom in more 
than 600 photographs, eight of which are in 
color. Text and captions provide a full de
scription of this nearly unexplored area. In 
discussing such features as the Mid-Oceanic 
Ridge, turbidity currents, bottom currents, 
and abyssal tracks and trails, the authors pre
sent a highly readable and curren t introduction 
to physical oceanography. 
March 1971 650 pp. 658 illus. cloth $25.00 

paper $12.50 

Exploring the Universe 
Second Edition 
Edited by LOUISE B. YOUNG, Science Editor, 
American Foundation /or Continuing Educa
tion. Providing an orientation for an under
standing of the principles upon which the 
space age has been built, this book of readings 
further suggests the methods and nature of 
man's exploration of the universe. The reader 
is introduced, through the use of original 
writings, to the attitudes and motivations of 
scientists ranging from Newton and his dis
cussions of the refraction of light to the mod
ern cosmologists and their debates over the 
theories of creation. Emphasis is placed upon 
the relation of science to art, philosophy, and 
literature. 
Spring 1971 650 pp. 200 illus. cloth $12.00 

paper $6.50 

An Introduction to Stellar 
Atmospheres and Interiors 
By EVA NOVOTNY, SlajrScientist, Astronomy 
Branch, Manned Spacecraft Center, Houston. 
Written at the intermediate level, this intro
duction to astrophysics explores the basic 
theoretical concepts of stellar atmospheres 
and interiors. It includes such topics as radia
tion transfer theory, model atmospheres, 
absorption-line formation, energy generation, 
degenerate matter, and stellar evolution. 
Fall 1971 approx. 350 pp. $9.50 

Molecular Quantum Mechanics: 
An Introduction to 
Quantum ChemistlY 
By P.W. ATKINS, Oxford UniL-eTsity. This 
book introduces the ideas of quantum me
chanics in Part r. Part II deals with the 
mathematical foundations of the theory, while 
Part III offers an account of atomic and 
molecular structure and spectra and further 
describes electric and magnetic properties of 
molecules. The work is available as a two
volume paperbound set, or in one volume, 
clothbound, $17.75. 
1970 Vol. I (Parts I, II) 230 pp. Vol. II (Part 

III) 252 pp. paper, each $5.50 
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ning mOTe than the outgroup at the 
sacrifice of both of these utilitarian ad
vantages, it was the maximization of dif
ference that seemed more important to 
them. 

Evidence leading in the same direc
tion emerged from the other two types of 
choice, between two members of the in
group and between two members of the 
outgroup: the ingroup choices were con
sistently and significantly nearer to the 
maximum joint profit than were the out
group ones-and this was so in spite of 
the fact that giving as much as possible 
to two members of the outgroup in the 
choices applying solely to them pre
sented no conflict with the ingroup's in
terest. It simply would have meant giv
ing more to "the others" without giving 
any less to "your own." This represented, 
therefore, a clear case of gratuitous dis
crimination. We also included in the 
second experiment some of the original 
matrices used in the first one, with re
sults much the same as before. Again all 
the results in this experiment were at a 
high level of statistical significance. 

In subsequent experiments we tested 
the importance of fairness in making the 
choices, the effect on the choices of 
familiarity with the situation and the 
subjects' ideas about the choices that 
others were making. Fairness, we found, 
was an important determinant; most of 
the choices must be understood as being 
a compromise between fairness and fa
voring one's own group. We found that 
discrimination not only persisted but 
also increased when the entire situation 
became more familiar to the subjects_ 
With familiarity there was also an in
crease (when the boys were asked to 
predict the other subjects' behavior) in 
their expectation that other boys were 
discriminating. 

Much remains to be done to analyze 
the entire phenomenon in greater detail 
and to gain a fuller understanding of its 
determining conditions, but some clear 
inferences can already be made. Out
group discrimination is extraordinarily 
easy to trigger off. In some previous 
studies of group conflict, such as one 
conducted by Muzafer Sherif at the Uni
versity of Oklahoma, groups had to be 
placed in intense competition for sev
eral days for such results to occur [see 
"Experiments in Group Conflict," by 
Muzafer Sherif; SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, 
November, 1956]; in other situations 
behavior of this kind can occ;ur without 
direct conflict if it is based on previously 
existing hostility. Yet neither an objective 
conflict of interests nor hostility had any 
relevance whatever to what our subjects 

were asked to do. It was enough for them 
to see themselves as clearly categorized 
into an ingroup and an outgroup, flimsy 
as the criteria for this division were
even though the boys knew one another 
well before the experiments, their own 
individual gains were not involved in 
their decisions and their actions could 
have been aimed to achieve the greatest 
common good. 

It would seem, then, that the generic 
norm of outgroup behavior to which 

I have referred does exist and that it 
helps to distort what might have been 
more reasonable conduct. This norm de
termines behavior-as other social norms 
do-when an individual finds himself in 
a situation to which, in his view, the 
norm applies. Behavior is never motive
less, but it is a crude overSimplification 
to think that motives in social situations 
include no more than calculations of 
self-interest or that they can be derived 
from a few supposedly universal human 
drives such as aggression toward the out
sider, the need to affiliate and so on. To 
behave socially is a complex business. It 
involves a long learning process; it is 
based on the manipulation of symbols 
and abstractions; it implies the capacity 
for modification of conduct when the 
situation changes-and social situations 
never remain static. To behave appTO
]Jl'iately is therefore a powerful social 
motive, and attempting to do so means 
to behave according to one's best under
standing of the situation. Judgments of 
what is appropriate are determined by 
social norms, or sets of expectations. 

It seems clear that two such norms 
were understood by our subjects to apply 
to the situation we imposed on them: 
"groupness" and "fairness." They man
aged to achieve a neat balance between 
the two, and one might assume that in 
real-life situations the same kind of 
balance would apply. Unfortunately it is 
only too easy to think of examples in real 
life where fairness would go out the 
window, since groupness is often based 
on criteria more weighty than either 
preferring a painter one has never heard 
of before or resembling someone else in 
one's way of counting dots. Socialization 
into "group ness" is powerful and un
avoidable; it has innumerable valuable 
functions. It also has some odd side ef
fects that may-and do-reinforce acute 
in tergroup tensions whose roots lie else
where. Perhaps those educators in our 
competitive societies who from the em-li
est schooling are so keen on "teams" and 
"team spirit" could give some thought to 
the operation of these side effects. 
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