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General Introduction 

 

Whether we think about large-scale intergroup conflicts (e.g., international 

wars, or the Israeli-Palestinian conflict) or small-scale interpersonal conflicts 

(e.g., between intimate partners), conflicts are an integral part of social life. 

Regardless of whether we consider riots between different groups of soccer 

hooligans, or bullying dynamics between individuals in the schoolyard, conflicts 

signal a clash between the interests of those involved that often also puts strong 

pressure on the relationship between them. For this reason, conflicts have an 

enormous emotional potency. 

In the current dissertation I
1
 will focus on the group-based emotions evoked 

in intergroup conflicts. Intergroup conflict is defined as a situation in which at 

least two parties are involved in an intergroup relation with opposing interests 

(e.g., Sherif & Sherif, 1965), which often results in a tense state of affairs (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1986). In line with mainstream perspectives on intergroup conflict 

that focus on individuals’ subjective rather than objective group membership 

(e.g., Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), I define a group as 

consisting of individuals who, within a given situation, perceive and define 

themselves as group members (rather than unique individuals). Intergroup 

conflicts may therefore be grounded in more objective circumstances (e.g., 

conflict about resources or territory), but their psychological dimension revolves 

more around subjective ones (e.g., status or identity). Often, of course, these two 

work in tandem. For example, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is characterized by 

an intergroup struggle for resources (e.g., territory) as well as status (e.g., 

religion).  

The main consequence of subjective group membership is that when an 

individual identifies with a group in conflict, this group becomes self-relevant 
                                                           
1
 Although I write the introduction to this dissertation using the first person pronoun ‘I’, this 

dissertation from start to finish has been the product of a collaborative process, as indicated by the use 

of ‘we’ in the other Chapters.  
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and thus acquires emotional significance (Smith & Henry, 1996; Tajfel, 1981). 

Theory and research suggest that individuals can experience specific emotions 

like anger or contempt on behalf of their group (i.e. group-based emotions), 

which are distinct from emotions felt on an individual level (Smith, 1993; Smith, 

Seger, & Mackie, 2007). As such, intergroup conflicts provide a context for the 

experience of different group-based emotions that can motivate different 

intergroup behaviors (e.g., conflict escalation or resolution). In my dissertation I 

will focus on two of the most prototypical group-based emotions in intergroup 

conflicts, anger and contempt (Allred, 1999; Halperin, Russell, Dweck, & Gross, 

2011). Although much is known about the motivational power of group-based 

anger and contempt (e.g., Tausch et al., 2011; Van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & 

Leach, 2004), at present little is known about the psychological effects of their 

communication to the other party in the conflict. This is important because 

group-based emotions like anger and contempt are often communicated toward 

the relevant outgroup as a way of showing discontent. But we know relatively 

little about what the consequences are of the communication of group-based 

emotions in intergroup conflict. 

  This lack of knowledge in the communicative domain is unfortunate 

because group-based emotions are sometimes thought to be part of a 

dysfunctional dynamic that explains why conflicting parties engage in ‘heated 

discussions’ rather than focus on more objectively ‘rational’ conflict resolution 

strategies (e.g., see Wilkowski, Robinson, & Troop-Gordon, 2010). It is 

therefore often suggested that when groups are to negotiate an agreement, they 

should ‘leave their emotions at the door’. However, research on the 

communication of interpersonal emotions in interpersonal conflict suggests that 

the expression of anger (rather than contempt) within a meaningful relationship 

can have quite positive effects (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; see also Van Kleef, 

2009). The main goal of this dissertation is to systematically investigate whether 

the communication of group-based anger (rather than contempt) has the 
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potential to de-escalate intergroup conflict (or otherwise improve the intergroup 

relationship). 

Below, I first discuss the negative reputation that the specific emotion of 

anger has received and then suggest why this may be undeserved. Specifically, I 

suggest that emotions like anger and contempt have a social function and thus 

should not viewed as products of individual irrationality. Because of my focus 

on the communication of these group-based emotions, I will propose that anger 

and contempt have an opposite relational function, which means that their 

communication serves to value or devalue the relationship, respectively. This 

function  can be viewed as a conceptual complement to more strategic 

approaches to understanding the communication of emotions (Van Kleef, 2009); 

moreover, my analysis focuses on how those group-based emotions’ relational 

function plays out in intergroup conflict. I then suggest how this relational 

function operates and how I have examined its effects in the three empirical 

Chapters of this dissertation. 

Anger’s (Undeserved) Bad Reputation 

The notion that anger can have positive effects in conflict settings is a fairly 

recent one (e.g., Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Halperin et al., 2011; Van Kleef, 

2009). A more traditional notion is that the experience of anger colors and even 

biases individuals’ reasoning (e.g., Bodenhausen, Sheppard, & Kramer, 1994; 

Hume, 1777; Keltner, Ellsworth, & Edwards, 1993; Lerner, Goldberg, & 

Tetlock, 1998; for an overview, see Lerner & Tiedens, 2006,) and therefore 

negatively affects a ‘cool’, reasoned, and logical approach to conflict resolution. 

For this reason, anger should be curtailed, or at least controlled and only 

minimally expressed or it will harm the relationship (e.g., Allred, Mallozzi, 

Matsui, & Raia, 1997; DiGuiseppe & Tafrate, 2003, Gottman, & Levenson, 

1992, Rothbart & Hallmark, 1988, Tiedens, 2001). Now, in this dissertation I do 

not argue that such a ‘cool’ approach to conflict resolution would be ineffective; 

in fact, it might often be an important first step towards future negotiations. 
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However, I do argue in this dissertation that the communication of group-based 

anger holds a positive potential for valuing the intergroup relationship that may 

be difficult to realize when individuals are encouraged to keep their anger under 

wraps. 

A first indication that anger has such positive potential comes from 

Averill’s (1982) classic study on anger where researchers went out into the street 

and asked participants who they were most likely to get angry with and what the 

result of their anger was (Averill, 1982). The findings showed that individuals 

were more likely to express anger to psychologically closer targets. In fact, they 

most often expressed anger toward friends and family (i.e., meaningful 

relationships). More importantly, the results of their anger were most often not 

negative but in fact had positive consequences for the relationship (see also 

Fischer & Roseman, 2007). These findings suggest that the expression of anger 

in conflict settings may be an effective means to reduce, rather than escalate, the 

conflict. This suggests that, within the context of a meaningful relationship, 

there may be an undiscovered positive potential of communicating group-based 

anger with an eye to what it signals to the other party in the conflict about their 

relationship. This is what I refer to as the relational function of the 

communication of group-based anger in intergroup conflict – its signal to the 

other party in the conflict to keep valuing the relationship. By contrast, I propose 

that the communication of group-based contempt has the exact opposite function 

– to devalue and even sever the relationship. I develop this proposal below. 

Opposite Relational Functions 

Anger and contempt are both negative emotions that signal norm and rights 

violations (e.g., Giner-Sorolla, Caswell, & Bosson, 2012; Rozin, Lowery, 

Imada, & Haidt, 1999). However, when expressed to the other party in the 

conflict, they send quite different messages (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Van 

Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 2004). Group-based anger stems from a group-

based appraisal of outgroup members’ intergroup behavior as unfair (e.g., Frijda, 
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1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 2001; Scherer, Schorr, & 

Johnstone, 2001). It is unique in its combination of negative affect (addressing 

perceived group unfairness) and approach-orientation (confronting the other 

group about it; Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Van Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 

2012). Indeed, the experience of group-based anger gears individuals up toward 

actively addressing a perceived wrong that has been done to the ingroup (Van 

Zomeren et al., 2004). This can be viewed by the other party as a request for 

negotiation about the problem (Van Kleef et al., 2004), but also for 

reconciliation between relationship partners (cf. Fischer & Roseman, 2007). 

Thus, the communication of group-based anger combines a focus on the 

problem within the broader context of the relationship between the parties. As 

such, its relational function is to value (and keep valuing) the relationship.  

Less is known about group-based contempt, but it also seems to be 

informed by a group-based appraisal of outgroup members’ intergroup behavior 

as unjust (Ekman, 1994; Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Rozin et al., 1999). Indeed, 

contempt is defined by a combination of negative affect and an avoidance 

orientation (either due to antagonism or indifference toward the other group). As 

such, and in contrast to the experience of anger, the experience of contempt 

makes individuals likely to seek to distance their group from the outgroup, to 

devalue or even dissolve the intergroup relationship, and avoid further contact 

(Fischer & Roseman, 2007). In this respect, the relational function of the 

communication of group-based contempt is the exact opposite of that of group-

based anger. 

Taken together, I propose that the communication of group-based anger in 

the context of intergroup conflict serves to focus the outgroup on concrete 

problems within a valued relationship, whereas the communication of contempt 

serves to devalue that relationship altogether. This implies that, of those two 

emotions, only the communication of group-based anger should be related to 

attempts to improve the relationship between the opposing parties. This is 
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exactly why group-based anger may hold an undiscovered relational potential in 

intergroup conflict settings.  

The notion of relational function may complement a more strategic 

function of the communication of anger (e.g., in negotiations; see Van Kleef, 

2009). In this perspective, the communication of anger (for instance in a 

negotiation) signals an instrumental, competitive focus on achieving optimal 

personal outcomes through persuasion or coercion. For instance, communicating 

anger in negotiations implies that one has high negotiation limits and is therefore 

less likely to give in, thus effectively pressuring and intimidating the other into 

compromising (Van Kleef & Cȏté, 2009). Although these dynamics may at 

times certainly apply to intergroup conflicts, I believe that anger’s relational 

function concerns the broader intergroup relationship. Within that relationship, 

negotiation about a problem can of course occur and an intimidating negotiating 

style may sometimes have short-term pay-offs for the individual. However, it is 

doubtful whether such an intimidating negotiation style facilitates the survival of 

the broader relationship over time. Indeed, the relational function of anger 

suggests that cooperative efforts towards reconciliation are required if positive 

mutual outcomes are to be attained. Thus, when considering conflicts that refer 

to meaningful relationships (e.g., friends, family, meaningful ingroups), our 

focus on the relational function complements (and possibly qualifies) any 

strategic effects the communication of anger may have in intergroup conflict. 

Indicators of relational function 

Proposing a relational function of the communication of group-based anger 

is not the same as proposing measures that tap it. Yet, the communication of 

group-based anger implies to the other group that although the angry group is 

upset about the current state of affairs, they also value the relationship and want 

to maintain it. It follows that a first good indicator of relational function is the 

extent to which individuals perceive the intergroup relationship to be important. 

For instance, when one group communicates anger about how the other group 
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treats them, individuals from the other group may interpret this emotional signal 

as a cue to keep valuing the relationship, thus increasing their perceived 

relationship importance. 

Furthermore, the communication of group-based anger also signals a 

request for the other group to do something about the problem within their 

valued relationship (e.g., engage in reconciliatory actions). Thus, the 

communication of group-based anger serves as a request to the other group to 

show that they care about the intergroup relationship but also have a serious 

problem they want to see solved. For this reason, a second good indicator of 

relational function is the extent to which individuals of one group can take the 

perspective of the angry group and empathize with them. 

  Note that the same two indicators of anger’s relational function – perceived 

relationship importance and empathy (or perspective taking) – can be used to tap 

the opposite relational function associated with contempt. Thus, when one group 

in conflict communicates contempt toward the other group, individuals in the 

other group may interpret this as a devaluation of their relationship, thus 

decreasing perceived relationship importance and empathy (or perspective 

taking). 

Overview of this dissertation 

  In this dissertation I set out to investigate the extent to which the 

communication of group-based anger and contempt (de-)escalate conflict by 

investigating their relational functions. First, I investigate whether the 

communication of group-based anger, rather than contempt, is indeed effective 

in reducing intergroup conflict and, if so, whether this is due to its proposed 

relational function. Second, I test the robustness of this effect by varying 

contextual factors to see under what circumstances the communication of anger 

is or ceases to be effective (i.e., potential boundary conditions of the effect). 

Finally, I look more closely into anger and contempt’s opposite relational 

function by investigating when the communication of group-based contempt, 



General Introduction 
 

15 
 

rather than anger, can be effective in reducing intergroup conflict (i.e., potential 

reversal of the effect). 

In Chapter 2, I present three studies that provide a first test of the positive 

effect of communicating group-based anger in different intergroup conflicts. In 

these studies I manipulate the communication of group-based anger and/or 

group-based contempt orthogonally, resulting in four experimental conditions 

(in which no emotion, group-based anger, group-based contempt, or both are 

communicated by one group in conflict). The ‘mixed’ condition is important 

because we would expect the relational function of either emotion to be most 

visible in their ‘pure’ form; moreover, anger and contempt are often thought to 

co-occur in real life (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005), which argues for the use of 

experimental control in our studies. In each study, Dutch students read a 

different newspaper article that described how German students communicated 

these emotions in response to being discriminated against either due to relative 

deprivation or based on negative attitudes. The main dependent variable is 

individuals’ constructive or destructive conflict intentions. Moreover, I 

investigate two proposed indicators for anger and contempt’s relational 

functions: relationship importance and empathy. 

Chapter 3 zooms in on the specific role of empathy as a relational indicator 

of the communication of group-based anger and poses the question: What 

factors determine whether the communication of group-based anger does or does 

not positively affect outgroup empathy? I test two antecedents of the 

effectiveness of group-based anger: Perceived treatment legitimacy (i.e., does 

the angry group has a legitimate point?) and perceived outgroup consensus 

regarding the communicated anger (i.e., does the group feel anger, or is it just a 

lone individual?). First, if the treatment leading up to the communication of 

group-based anger is perceived to be legitimate (e.g., a worse performing 

department receiving less funding), then the anger communication might be 

perceived as inappropriate and thus be ineffective in evoking empathy. Second, 
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if anger is perceived as unshared within the outgroup (i.e., perceived low 

consensus), it will not be perceived as group-based anger to address a problem 

within the broader intergroup relationship. I test these assumptions in three 

experiments in which I manipulate the presence or absence of communicated 

anger in addition to manipulating perceived treatment legitimacy (Study 1), 

perceived outgroup consensus (Study 2), or both (Study 3; in this study the 

communication of anger itself is held constant).  

Chapter 4 more closely focuses on the opposite relational functions of 

anger and contempt in the context of a long-term intergroup conflict. This type 

of context enabled the examination of whether the communication of anger is 

still effective when communicated about a conflictual event in the past. 

Specifically, I look at how temporal framing of the outgroup emotion 

communication about this past conflictual event (i.e., I was angry / I felt 

contempt versus I am angry / I feel contempt) would affect current constructive 

conflict intentions. I reason that the communication of past felt anger might not 

be as effective as it implies that anger is no longer felt today, which means that 

the importance of working on a positive relationship is no longer necessary. For 

past felt contempt, on the other hand, due to its opposite relational function, the 

reduced devaluation of the relationship might in fact pose a renewed opportunity 

to make amends. I test this in two studies where Dutch participants read a 

newspaper article about a past conflict between Moluccan Dutch people (i.e., an 

ethnic minority group in the Netherlands) and the Dutch government. 

Participants read that, at present with an upcoming memorial, some Moluccan 

Dutch people communicated anger and contempt about their treatment in either 

a past or present temporal framing. 

Finally, in Chapter 5 I discuss the main findings of this dissertation and 

discuss implications for the literature on the communication of group-based 

anger and contempt, and, more broadly, intergroup conflict reduction. I address 

several limitations of the current studies and suggest areas for future research. 
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Also, I provide some practical implications of this work for conflict intervention 

and mediation. 
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The Communication of “Pure” Group-based Anger 

Reduces Tendencies Toward Intergroup Conflict 

Because it Increases Outgroup Empathy

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on De Vos, B., Van Zomeren, M., Gordijn, E. H., & 

Postmes, T. (2013). The communication of “pure” group-based anger reduces 

tendencies toward intergroup conflict because it increases outgroup empathy. 

Personality and Psychology Bulletin, 39, 1043-1052. doi: 

10.1177/0146167213489140.  
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The Communication of “Pure” Group-based Anger  

Reduces Tendencies Toward Intergroup Conflict  

Because it Increases Outgroup Empathy 

 

Extensive literature on consequences of anger suggests that anger is a 

potentially destructive emotion that when expressed actively harms relationships 

(e.g., Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997; DiGuiseppe & Tafrate, 2003, 

Gottman, & Levenson, 1992, Rothbart & Hallmark, 1988, Tiedens, 2001). The 

entrenched view is thus that conflicts are best resolved when anger is kept under 

wraps. Indeed, the advice you would least likely get in a conflict situation is to 

communicate anger towards the other party. Several recent studies, however, 

seem to suggest that it can actually have positive effects to do just that (e.g., 

Halperin et al., 2011; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007;). An important distinction here is 

between experienced anger that motivates behavior and the communication of 

anger as an act of itself. Whereas the former may likely motivate destructive 

behavior in the angered person (but see Halperin et al., 2011), we argue that the 

latter can potentially de-escalate conflicts by motivating constructive conflict 

behavior in the recipient of the communicated anger. 

We take a novel approach by focusing on the relational function of 

communicating anger and by applying this notion to the context of intergroup 

conflict. We argue that the communication of group-based anger (e.g., Smith, 

1993; Smith et al., 2007; Van Zomeren, et al., 2004) reduces tendencies toward 

intergroup conflict because it stresses the value of maintaining a positive long-

term relationship (e.g., Fischer & Roseman, 2007). It is this positive relational 

signal that increases empathy in the recipients of the communicated anger for 

those who communicated it. This can be contrasted to the communication of 

group-based contempt (e.g., Rozin et al., 1999) that, although it is closely related 

to anger, should not have this positive effect because it signals a strong 
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devaluation of the relationship (e.g., Fischer & Roseman, 2007). The 

communication of group-based contempt should therefore undermine any 

positive effect of group-based anger on intergroup conflict reduction through 

reducing empathy with the other group. In fact, we believe that negative effects 

of communicating group-based anger in intergroup conflict are likely to stem 

from communicating group-based contempt or a mixture of these emotions. In 

three experiments we therefore examined the idea that only communicating 

‘pure’ group-based anger has positive effects in terms of reducing tendencies 

toward intergroup conflict because of its relational function. For this reason, we 

also predicted that this positive effect of communicating ‘pure’ group-based 

anger is mediated by increased empathy for the outgroup. 

Discovering the Relational Function of Communicating Anger 

Emotions have an important social function because they communicate 

how individuals feel about others and how they are likely to behave toward them 

(Averill, 1982; Fischer & Roseman, 2007). Group-based emotions are emotions 

felt and expressed or communicated on behalf of one's group membership 

(Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 2007). The most prototypical emotion in intergroup 

conflict is group-based anger (Allred, 1999), which stems from a group-based 

appraisal of outgroup members’ intergroup behavior as unjust (e.g., Frijda, 

1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 2001; Scherer et al., 2001). An 

important social function of anger is to ameliorate one’s own situation by 

causing a change in the behavioral pattern of the other (Fischer & Roseman, 

2007). Indeed, anger is a unique emotion in the sense that it has both a negative 

valence, necessary to signal injustice, while at the same time being approach-

oriented, vital to engage in dialogue about or confrontation of the perceived 

injustice. This sets anger apart from other negatively valenced emotions such as 

fear, sadness and contempt, all of which communicate more avoidance-oriented 

motivation (for an overview, see Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009). Whereas 

anger is typically associated with destructive responses towards the other (e.g., 
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Berkowitz, 1989; but see Averill, 1982), its expression might in fact be 

beneficial for maintaining and improving relationships (Fischer & Roseman, 

2007).  

We therefore propose a positive relational function of group-based anger in 

intergroup conflict. This means that communicating group-based anger stresses 

the injustice of the situation while asking the other group to take steps towards 

reconciliation. The communication of group-based anger will therefore be 

perceived by the other group as a signal that one cares about maintaining a 

positive intergroup relationship. We argue that this in turn should encourage the 

recipient to take the other party’s perspective and feel empathy for them. Past 

research has extensively documented positive effects of empathy in reducing 

intergroup conflict (e.g., Batson et al., 1997; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Stephan 

& Finlay, 1999), yet empathy has not been linked to communication of group-

based anger. Because of its relational function, the communication of anger 

should reduce conflict through increasing empathy. 

Prior research has not considered this relational function, nor has it studied 

empathy as a mediator of anger’s positive effects. Instead, prior research has 

focused on the equally important but different strategic function of anger 

expressions (for an overview, see Van Kleef, 2009). Focusing mostly on 

interpersonal negotiations, this research showed that communication of anger 

about the other’s behavior increases this other’s approach behavior, enforcing 

cooperation within a competitive setting (e.g., Van Kleef et al., 2004). In these 

cases the communication of anger serves the strategic function of informing the 

recipient of the sender’s intentions with a focus on the personal gain of the 

communicator (e.g., your last offer makes me angry). By contrast, the relational 

function of communicating anger focuses more on shared gains, which fits with 

our emphasis on empathy. Thus, like prior research we expect positive effects of 

communication of anger, but we explain them through a relational function. 
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Moreover, we apply this idea to intergroup rather than interpersonal settings 

through the notion of group-based emotion (Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 2007). 

Communicating ‘Pure’ Anger Versus Contempt and Mixed Anger / 

Contempt 

If it is indeed the relational function of communicating anger that results in 

a reduction of conflict, then a comparable negative emotion with an opposite 

relational function should result in quite adverse effects. An excellent candidate 

for this is contempt because anger and contempt both represent responses to 

violations of particular norms (e.g., Rozin et al., 1999). At the same time, 

however, research shows that contempt communicates the desired exclusion of 

the other person (Fischer & Roseman, 2007), which should, if anything, 

undermine empathy. Indeed, people perceive communication of contempt as a 

signal that the other desires to end the relationship. Communicating anger 

should therefore have more positive consequences than communicating 

contempt. 

In the context of communicating anger or contempt, it is important to note 

that these two emotions do not necessarily exclude one another. In conflict 

situations communication of anger is often combined with contempt (e.g., 

Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005). In fact, it has been argued that when anger persists 

over a longer period of time, it might start to coexist or completely develop into 

contempt (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). If communication of contempt is mixed 

with anger this should, we believe, transform the interpretation of the 

communication: Because contempt signals the desired exclusion of the other, 

communication of anger in conjunction with it should resemble the adverse 

effects of contempt. Thus, a perhaps even more interesting test of the relational 

function of communicating anger would be to pit communication of ‘pure’ anger 

against communication of ‘mixed’ anger and contempt. The relational function 

of communicating anger should only function effectively when it is 

communicated free of contempt (given its function to strongly devalue the 
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relationship). Applied to intergroup conflict, this means that the communication 

of ‘pure’ group-based anger should have more positive effects than the 

communication of group-based contempt, or the combination of both group-

based emotions. 

We thus predict that only the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger 

decreases destructive intergroup conflict intentions because it increases empathy 

for the outgroup. We sought support for our novel line of thought in three 

experiments. Each of these experiments employed an intergroup conflict 

situation within which we assessed the positive effects of the communication of 

‘pure’ group-based anger in terms of reduced destructive conflict intentions. 

Experiment 1 manipulated the communication of group-based anger versus the 

absence of it to show the positive effect of using anger’s relational function. 

Experiment 2 manipulated the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger 

versus its absence, the communication of ‘pure’ group-based contempt, and 

versus the communication of ‘mixed’ group-based anger/contempt. Experiment 

3 specifically focused on the contrast between communicating ‘pure’ group-

based anger and ‘mixed’ group-based anger / contempt, while crossing it with a 

manipulation of the proposed mediator.  

Experiment 1 

The main aim of Study 1 was to find support for the relational function of 

the communication of group-based anger in intergroup conflict. According to 

this function, the communication of group-based anger should both reaffirm the 

value of the relationship while also signaling that harm is done and as such 

reconciliation is needed. Consequently, we investigated whether the 

communication of group-based anger would reduce destructive conflict 

intentions when compared to a condition in which the communication of group-

based anger was absent, and whether this effect would be explained by increased 

empathy for the outgroup. Furthermore, to link this positive effect and the role 

of empathy in it specifically to the relational function of the communication of 
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group-based anger, we investigated whether a similar pattern of results would be 

obtained on measures of recipients’ perception of whether the communicator 

values their relationship. 

Method 

Participants were 44 Dutch psychology students (34 women; Mage = 21.80; 

SD = 1.91)  who participated for course credit. Participants were randomly 

assigned to one of two conditions (outgroup communicating anger vs. a control 

condition). 

In the experiment participants read a fictitious newspaper article and 

subsequently answered questions about it. The article outlined a realistic 

situation in which German students were discriminated against by Dutch 

students: A majority (78%) indicated having negative attitudes towards German 

students, arguing German students should remain in Germany. Dutch students 

justified their opinion, by referring to common stereotypes of Germans as being 

‘badly integrated’, ‘loners’, and ‘humourless strivers’. 

In the article, the German students reacted to what they considered to be 

unjust discrimination. In this reaction we manipulated whether they 

communicated anger or not. The communicated emotion was manipulated in the 

title of the article, the introductory paragraph, and in the final paragraph in 

which a German student (Lena) responded on behalf of her group (“We are 

viewed negatively based on unjust stereotypes and prejudices!” [control] / “I am 

very angry that we are viewed negatively based on unjust stereotypes and 

prejudices!” [anger]). We thus manipulated only the presence or absence of the 

anger label in the communication by the outgroup. 

Every variable in each of the three experiments, unless otherwise specified, 

was measured on 7-point Likert-scales (1 = absolutely not, 7 = very much). An 

anger manipulation check measured to what extent they perceived the German 

students to be angry. Destructive conflict intentions were measured with 12 

items (α = .86). Originally, three subscales consisting of four items each were 
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devised, two of which measured tendencies to move against and move away 

(Horney, 1945; e.g., “To what extent would you, as a Dutch student, want to 

seek a direct confrontation with German students such as Lena, to release some 

frustration?”, and “To what extent would you, as a Dutch student, exclude 

German students such as Lena from your social network?”), and one measured 

inaction (“To what extent would you, as a Dutch student, do nothing to 

accommodate German students such as Lena?”). As results on all separate 

subscales revealed a highly consistent pattern across all experiments, we decided 

to collapse all items into one scale measuring destructive conflict intentions for 

all subsequent analyses 

In addition, we measured the proposed mediator, empathy, with two items 

(“To what extent do you empathize with German students such as Lena?” and 

“To what extent do you feel indifferent towards German students such as Lena?” 

(latter item recoded; r =.48, p = 0.01). Finally, communicated relationship 

importance was measured with five items (α = .94; e.g., “To what extent do you 

think German students such as Lena value a good relationship with Dutch 

students?” and “To what extent do you think German students such as Lena 

want to increase positive contact with Dutch students?). 

Results & Discussion 

Manipulation checks. As intended, the results of an Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA) showed significant differences in level of perceived anger between 

conditions, F(1, 42) = 6.36, p = .004, ηp
2
 = .23. Participants perceived more 

anger in German students in the anger condition (M = 5.47, SD = 0.83) than in 

the control condition (M = 4.41, SD = 0.87). This result indicates that the 

manipulation was a success. 

Destructive conflict intentions. In line with the predicted positive effect of 

communicating group-based anger, an ANOVA showed significant differences 

on the destructive conflict intentions scale, F(1, 42) = 5.21, p = .028, ηp
2
 = .11. 

Participants indeed reported less destructive conflict intentions when anger had 
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been communicated (M = 2.22, SD = 0.57) than in the control condition (M = 

2.62, SD = 0.58; see table 1 for an overview of all results). 

Empathy. In line with anger’s relational function, an ANOVA showed 

significant differences on the empathy scale, F(1, 42) = 6.55, p = .014, ηp
2
 = .14. 

Participants reported to feel more outgroup empathy after anger had been 

communicated (M = 4.91, SD = 1.20) than in the control condition (M = 3.95, 

SD = 1.27). 

 

Table 1 

Means and standard deviations of the dependent variables as a function of the presence or 

absence of anger, Experiment 1. 

  Anger Control 

Variable M SD M SD 

Destructive Conflict Intentions 2.22 0.57 2.62 0.58 

Empathy 4.91 1.20 3.95 1.27 

Communicated Relationship Importance 4.76 1.26 3.72 1.12 

 

 

Communicated relationship importance. Corroborating anger’s 

relational function, an ANOVA showed significant differences on the 

relationship importance scale, F(1, 42) = 8.42, p = .006, ηp
2
 = .17. Participants 

indicated that they thought German students valued the relationship more after 

they had communicated anger (M = 4.76, SD = 1.26) than in the control 

condition (M = 3.72, SD = 1.12). 

Mediation analyses. To test the idea that the positive effect of the 

communication of group-based anger is explained by increased empathy, we 

performed a series of regression analyses. Results showed, first, that the 

communication of anger (compared to the control condition) reduced destructive 

conflict intentions (β = -.33, p = .028) and increased empathy (β = .37, p = .014). 
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Second, empathy significantly predicted destructive conflict intentions (β = -.55, 

p < .001) above and beyond the effect of the manipulation (which turned non-

significant: β = -.13, p = .331). A Sobel z-test confirmed that the indirect effect 

was significant, Z = -2.21, p = .027. In line with our ideas, empathy fully 

mediated the positive effect of ‘pure’ group-based anger on destructive conflict 

intentions. 

Furthermore, we reasoned that the communication of anger (compared to 

the control condition) signals that the outgroup assigns a higher value to the 

relationship, and thus links the communication of anger to empathy and 

decreased destructive conflict intentions. We therefore ran two sets of regression 

analyses. In line with our ideas, whereas the communication of anger (compared 

to the control condition) decreased destructive conflict intentions (β = -.33, p = 

.028) and increased communicated relationship importance (β = .41, p = .006), 

the latter indeed significantly predicted the former (β = -.46, p = .003) above and 

beyond the effect of the manipulation (which turned non-significant: β =-.14, p = 

.324). A Sobel z-test confirmed that the indirect effect was significant, Z = 2.14, 

p = .032. Thus, in line with anger’s relational function, communicated 

relationship importance fully mediated the positive effect of ‘pure’ group-based 

anger on destructive conflict intentions. 

In the second set of analyses, we wanted to test which of the two variables 

was more closely related to decreased destructive action tendencies. According 

to our reasoning, increased empathy should follow from the perception of 

communicated anger because it communicated relational importance. Indeed, at 

the bivariate level the variables were positively correlated (r = .47, p = .001). 

Moreover, entering both constructs in the mediation analyses at the same time 

results in a stronger predictive value for empathy (β = -.44, p = .003) than for 

relationship importance (β = -.29, p = .048) with respect to destructive conflict 

intentions (above and beyond the effect of the manipulation, which turned non-

significant: β = -.05, p = .70). A bootstrapping macro for multiple mediators 
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(Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was used to provide a more powerful test of the 

significance of both indirect paths. Confirming the above results, bootstrapping 

5,000 samples at a 95%, confidence interval showed that the indirect effect of 

empathy (95% CI [-0.472, -0.037] was more clear than the indirect effect of 

relationship importance (95% CI [-0.374, -0.0001]. These results suggest, in line 

with our reasoning, that empathy for the outgroup is the more proximal predictor 

of decreased destructive action tendencies as a function of the presence or 

absence of the communication of group-based anger. At the same time, these 

results corroborate the workings of anger’s relational function by linking its 

communication directly to increased communicated relationship importance, 

increased empathy for the outgroup, and decreased destructive action tendencies 

toward them.  

Discussion. The results of Experiment 1 provide first support for our 

hypothesis that the communication of group-based anger (versus its absence) 

results in less destructive intergroup conflict intentions and that this decrease is 

explained by an increase in empathy for the outgroup. Further substantiating the 

relational function of the communication of group-based anger in intergroup 

conflict, Experiment 1 showed that communicated anger increased the 

importance recipients perceive the outgroup to assign to their relationship. In 

line with our argument, communicated relationship importance was positively 

related to empathy, but the latter explained more variance in destructive action 

tendencies. 

Experiment 2 was designed to replicate the positive effect of 

communicating group-based anger (versus its absence), but moved beyond 

Experiment 1 by testing whether its predicted positive effects would still hold 

when compared with the communication of group-based contempt or of a 

mixture of group-based anger/contempt. Indeed, because the proposed relational 

function of communicating group-based anger is distinct and different from the 

function of communicating group-based contempt (which is to devaluate the 
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intergroup relationship and terminate it), it follows that only the communication 

of ‘pure’ anger should reduce destructive conflict intentions. 

Experiment 2 

Method 

Participants were 51 Dutch psychology students (41 women; Mage = 20.22; 

SD = 1.59) who participated for course credit and were randomly assigned to 

one of four conditions within a 2 (Group-based Anger: Absent / Present) X 2 

(Group-based Contempt: Absent / Present) between-subjects design. As in 

Experiment 1, in the experiment participants read a (fictitious) newspaper article 

and subsequently answered questions about it. The article described the current 

shortage on the Groningen student dorm market. A majority (74%) of Dutch 

students indicated rather having a Dutch than a German roommate, which was 

justified by referring to typical stereotypes of Germans as being ‘badly 

integrated’, ‘loners’, and ‘humorless strivers’.  

The article continued by noting how the German students reacted to what 

they considered to be unjust discrimination. In this reaction we manipulated 

whether they communicated ‘pure’ anger, ‘pure’ contempt, ‘mixed’ anger and 

contempt (in which participants expressed both emotions), or no emotion. The 

communicated emotion was manipulated in the title of the article 

(“Discrimination of German students” / “Anger among German students” / 

“Contempt among German students” / “Anger and Contempt among German 

students”), the introductory paragraph (e.g., “Dutch discrimination of Germans 

makes German students very angry”), and in the final paragraph in which a 

German student (Kati) responded on behalf of her group (“I am very angry that 

we are discriminated against based on unjust stereotypes and prejudices!” 

[anger] / “I really look down on Dutch students for discriminating us based on 

unjust stereotypes and prejudices!” [contempt] / “I am very angry that we are 

discriminated against based on unjust stereotypes and prejudices and I really 
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look down on Dutch students for doing that!” [anger & contempt] / “We are 

discriminated based on unjust stereotypes and prejudices.” [no emotion]). 

Two manipulation checks verified whether participants had perceived the 

correct emotion. Participants indicated to what extent they perceived German 

students to be angry and contemptuous. We measured the proposed mediator, 

empathy, with the same two items as in Experiment 1 (r =.34, p = 0.01). 

Similarly, destructive conflict intentions were measured with 16 items, 12 of 

which were identical to the ones used in Experiment 1, while the last four items 

were specifically related to the conflict situation at hand (e.g., “To what extent 

would you, as a Dutch student, choose Dutch students over German students 

such as Kati as a future roommate?”; α = .87)  

Results & Discussion 

Manipulation checks. A 2x2 ANOVA on the manipulation check of 

perceived group-based anger revealed only the intended main effect of group-

based anger, F(1, 47) = 5.46, p = .024, ηp
2
 = .10. German students were indeed 

perceived to be more angry in the anger present condition (M = 6.27, SD = 0.60) 

than in the anger absent condition (M = 5.72, SD = 1.06). The main effect of 

contempt and the interaction effect were not significant, both F’s < 2.86. 

Another 2x2 ANOVA on the manipulation check of perceived contempt 

revealed only the expected main effect of contempt, F(1, 47) = 12.36, p = .009, 

ηp
2
 = .21: Participants perceived more contempt in the contempt present 

conditions (M = 5.48, SD = 0.82) than in the contempt absent conditions (M = 

4.42, SD = 1.28). The main effect of anger and the interaction effect were not 

significant, both F’s < 1.3. Thus, both manipulations were effective. 

Destructive conflict intentions. A 2x2 ANOVA on destructive conflict 

intentions showed a significant main effect of group-based contempt, F(1, 47) = 

4.80, p = .033, ηp
2
 = .09. Participants reported more destructive conflict 

intentions after the German students communicated contempt, (M = 2.45, SD = 

0.72) than when they did not communicate contempt (M = 2.02, SD = 0.72). 
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More importantly, this main effect was qualified by the predicted significant 

two-way interaction effect, F(1, 47) = 6.75, p = .012, ηp
2
 = .17 (see Figure 1).  

  

 

Figure 1. Means and standard errors of destructive conflict intentions towards German 

students as a function of the presence or absence of anger and contempt, Experiment 2. 

 

Replicating the Experiment 1 findings, simple main effect analyses showed that 

when devoid of contempt, communication of (thus ‘pure’) group-based anger 

resulted in less destructive conflict intentions (M = 1.68, SD = 0.48) than when 

no anger was communicated (M = 2.39, SD = 0.76), F(1, 47) = 6.65, p = 0.013. 

On the other hand, when group-based contempt was communicated, there was 

no difference between anger (thus ‘mixed’ anger/contempt; M = 2.60, SD = 

0.62) and no anger (thus ‘pure’ contempt; M = 2.31, SD = 0.81), F(1, 47) = 1.17, 

p = 0.285. Moreover, in line with our hypothesis, a one-degree of freedom 

contrast between ‘pure’ anger and ‘pure’ contempt also proved significant, t(47) 

= -2.34, p = .024, d = -0.63, CI 95% [-1.16, -0.09].  Indeed, as expected only the 
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communication of 'pure' group-based anger (versus the other three conditions) 

resulted in the least destructive conflict intentions, t(47) = 3.42, p = .001. 

Empathy. A 2x2 ANOVA with empathy as the dependent variable showed 

the predicted significant two-way interaction effect, F(1, 47) = 8.48, p = .005, 

ηp
2
 = .17 (see Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. Means and standard errors of empathy for German students as a function of the 

presence or absence of anger and contempt, Experiment 2. 

 

Replicating the Experiment 1 findings, and in line with anger’s relational 

function, simple main effect analyses showed that, when no group-based 

contempt was communicated, more empathy was felt after communication of 

(thus ‘pure’) group-based anger (M = 5.54, SD = 1.25) than when no group-

based anger was communicated (M = 4.04, SD = 1.15), F(1, 47) = 10.10, p = 

0.003. However, when group-based contempt was communicated, no differences 

were found between the conditions in which group-based anger was (M = 4.15, 

SD = 1.11) or was not (M = 4.58, SD = 1.19) communicated, F(1, 47) = 0.84, p 

Pure Anger

Mixed 

Anger

3

3,5

4

4,5

5

5,5

6

No Anger Anger

E
m

p
a
th

y
 f

o
r 

G
er

m
a

n
 s

tu
d

en
ts

No Contempt

Contempt



Chapter 2 

 

34 

 

= 0.364 (thus no differences between ‘pure’ contempt and ‘mixed’ 

anger/contempt). Moreover, in line with our hypothesis, a one-degree of 

freedom contrast between ‘pure’ anger and ‘pure’ contempt also proved 

significant, t(47) = 2.08, p = .043, d = 0.96, CI 95% [0.03, 1.89]. Finally, as 

expected only the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger (compared to the 

other three conditions) resulted in the most empathy for the German student, 

t(47) = 3.39, p = .001. 

Mediation analyses. We hypothesized that the positive effect of ‘pure’ 

group-based anger (versus all other conditions) on destructive conflict intentions 

would be explained by increased empathy. We therefore ran a series of 

regression analyses. Results showed, first, that the two-way interaction predicted 

destructive conflict intentions (β = .34, p = .012) and empathy (β = -.38, p = 

.005). Second, empathy significantly predicted destructive conflict intentions (β 

= -.40, p = .005) above and beyond the interaction effect (which turned non-

significant: β = .19, p = .161). A Sobel z-test confirmed that the indirect effect 

was significant, Z = 2.08, p = .038. As in Experiment 1, empathy thus fully 

mediated the positive effect of ‘pure’ group-based anger on destructive conflict 

intentions.
1 

Discussion. The results of Experiment 2 replicate those of Experiment 1 by 

showing that the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger results in less 

destructive conflict intentions than its absence. Moreover, Experiment 2 

replicated the meditational role of empathy in this effect. Furthermore, 

Experiment 2 showed no such positive effects for the communication of group-

                                                           
1
 In this study we managed to rule out a possible alternative explanation of our findings, namely that 

‘pure anger’ might have beneficial effects on destructive conflict intentions solely because of the 

perceived injustice of intergroup discrimination. A 2x2 ANOVA on perceived treatment justice 

(measured by 3 items, α = .87; For example, “To what extent did you think the situation in the article 

was just for German students?”) revealed a significant main effect of group-based anger only, F(1, 47) 

= 5.05, p = 0.029. The communication of group-based anger (M = 2.69, SD = 0.94) decreased 

participants’ justice perceptions compared to when group-based anger was not communicated (M = 

3.51, SD = 1.63). The crucial interaction effect proved non-significant, however, F(1, 47) = 2.62, p = 

0.112. Thus, the perceived injustice of the situation did not explain the positive effects of the 

communication of 'pure' group-based anger. 
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based contempt, and of ‘mixed’ anger/contempt. This increases confidence in 

the proposed relational function of communicating group-based anger in the 

context of intergroup conflict. However, because empathy was measured in 

Experiments 1 and 2, we are not yet in the position to make claims about 

causality with respect to its meditational role. 

 Therefore, Experiment 3 manipulated empathy (through an often-used 

perspective taking manipulation; see Batson et al., 1997). For reasons of 

efficiency, we wanted to restrict Experiment 3 to a focused examination of 

empathy’s effects as a function of the main contrast between ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’ 

group-based anger. Because we already replicated support for the prediction that 

the communication of group-based anger by and of itself already has positive 

effects, we reasoned that the inclusion of such a control condition was less 

relevant in Experiment 3. Furthermore, our choice between contrasting a ‘pure’ 

group-based anger condition with a ‘mixed’ anger condition rather than a ‘pure’ 

contempt condition was based on the idea that the former presents a more 

conservative test of our ideas regarding the relational function of communicating 

group-based anger. 

Against this backdrop, in Experiment 3 participants were instructed to take 

the perspective of an ingroup or an outgroup member, or participants received 

no perspective taking (PT) instructions. We hypothesized that in the absence of 

PT instructions the pattern should resemble that of Experiment 1, constituting a 

direct replication of the positive effect of ‘pure’ compared to ‘mixed’ anger. 

Furthermore, when instructed to take the perspective of the outgroup, we 

expected a similar pattern because taking the outgroup’s perspective matches the 

relational function of anger but not of contempt. Indeed, in line with the social 

function of contempt (e.g., Rozin et al, 1999) we reasoned that its 

communication would effectively undermine empathizing with the outgroup 

because it signals a devaluation of the relationship. Finally, we hypothesized 

that being instructed to take the perspective of one’s own ingroup would clash 
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with any tendencies toward taking the perspective of the outgroup member, 

effectively canceling out ‘pure’ anger’s positive effects.   

Experiment 3 

Method 

Participants were 101 Dutch students (74 women; Mage = 20.06; SD = 2.00) 

who participated in exchange for €2.50 and were randomly assigned to one of 

six conditions within a 2 (Communicated Emotion: ‘Pure’ anger vs. ‘Mixed’ 

anger) X 3 (Perspective Taking: Dutch students vs. German students vs. control) 

between-subjects design. As in the first experiment, participants read a fictitious 

newspaper article about Dutch students discriminating German students. The 

context was that of a future increase in college tuition fees. We chose this 

particular context because we wanted to show that the communication of ‘pure’ 

anger can be beneficial even in intergroup conflicts with a clear instrumental 

basis (which was not the case in Experiments 1 and 2). In the article, a majority 

(79%) of Dutch students expressed the opinion that tuition fees should increase 

more for German students than for Dutch students, justifying their opinion by 

referring to common German stereotypes.  

As in the previous Experiments, the article was illustrated with a citation of 

a German student. Communication of ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’ anger was manipulated 

in a similar way as in Experiments 1 and 2. The manipulation of perspective 

taking took place prior to reading the article. In the no instructions conditions, 

participants read that they were going to read an article “about a conflict 

situation between German and Dutch students in Groningen.” Participants in the 

other perspective taking conditions subsequently read: “While reading the 

article, try to put yourself in the shoes of the Dutch student, Michiel Dijkstra 

(/German student, Jonas Kruger). Try to identify as best as you can with his 

feelings and reaction to the situation and try to get a sense of how he really 

feels.”  
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We decided to use this manipulation after a pilot study (N = 48) confirmed 

that this manipulation was effective in affecting both actual perspective taking 

and subsequently felt empathy.
2
 We used the same manipulation checks for 

perceived anger and contempt as in Experiment 2. Destructive conflict 

intentions were again measured with 16 items, 12 of which measured the move 

away, move against and inaction tendencies as in Experiments 1 and 2, while 

four new conflict-specific items were related to the situation in the article (α = 

.82; For example: “As a Dutch student, to what extent would you want to sign a 

petition to increase tuition fees for German students more than those of Dutch 

students?”). As in the previous experiments, we collapsed all items into one 

destructive conflict intention scale. 

Results 

Manipulation checks. As expected, a 2x3 ANOVA on perceived contempt 

showed only a significant main effect of group-based contempt, F(1, 95) = 

16.48, p < .01, ηp
2
 = .15: Participants perceived more contempt in German 

students in the ‘mixed’ group-based anger/contempt conditions (M = 4.10, SD = 

1.50) than in the ‘pure’ anger-conditions (M = 2.86, SD = 1.47). However, note 

that participants should perceive an equal amount of anger across conditions, 

which was indeed the case. The 2x3 ANOVA on perceived anger showed no 

significant differences between the ‘pure’ group-based anger conditions (M = 

5.66, SD = 1.08) and the ‘mixed’ group-based/contempt anger conditions (M = 

5.80, SD = 1.27), F(1, 95) = 0.35, p = .556. In both tests the main effects of 

perspective taking and the interaction effects were not significant, all F’s < 1.06, 

ps > .352. Thus, the manipulations again were successful.  

                                                           
2
 Participants were less able to take the perspective and experienced less empathy when taking the 

perspective of the Dutch student (perspective taking: M = 4.85, SD = 0.74; empathy: M = 3.32, SD = 

0.84), rather than the German student (perspective taking: M = 5.60, SD = 0.52; empathy: M = 4.25, 

SD = 0.57), and when they had received no perspective taking instructions (perspective taking: M = 

5.39, SD = 0.53; empathy: M = 4.02, SD = 0.80; perspective taking: t(45) = 3.46, p = 0.001; empathy: 

t(45) = 3.54, p < 0.001). 
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Destructive conflict intentions. A 2x3 ANOVA on destructive conflict 

intentions yielded a significant main effect for communicated emotion, F(1, 95) 

= 11.51, p < .01, ηp
2
 = .11. Participants reported weaker destructive conflict 

intentions when German students had communicated ‘pure’ group-based anger 

(M = 2.67, SD = 0.68) compared to when they had communicated ‘mixed’ 

group-based anger/contempt (M = 3.17, SD = 0.80). This main effect was 

qualified by a marginally significant interaction effect, F(2, 95) = 2.41, p = .096, 

ηp
2
 = .05 (see Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3. Means and standard errors of destructive conflict intentions towards German 

students as a function of the communicated emotion and perspective taking, Experiment 3. 
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95) = 8.73, p = 0.004. As expected, exactly the same pattern arose in the German 

student perspective condition: Communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger (M = 

2.48, SD = 0.53) led to less destructive conflict intentions than communication 

of ‘mixed’ group-based anger/contempt (M = 3.16, SD = 0.71), F(1, 95) = 7.72, 

p = 0.007. By contrast, in the Dutch student perspective conditions, no 

significant differences in reported destructive conflict intentions were found 

between the communicated ‘pure’ group-based anger (M = 3.00, SD = 0.72) and 

‘mixed’ group-based anger/contempt (M = 3.04, SD = 0.56) conditions, F < 1. 

Thus, as expected, taking the perspective of Dutch students undermined the 

positive effect of communicating ‘pure’ group-based anger versus ‘mixed’ 

group-based anger/contempt. All these findings substantiate the hypothesized 

mediational role of empathy as found in Experiments 1 and 2 through 

experimental manipulation of this mediator. As such, the results of Experiment 3 

support the proposed relational function of group-based anger in the context of 

intergroup conflict and its communicative potential towards improving 

conflictuous intergroup relations. 

General Discussion 

Three experiments provide convergent evidence for the novel hypothesis 

that the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger in intergroup conflicts has 

positive consequences. Across the board our results showed that communicating 

‘pure’ group-based anger reduced destructive conflict intentions among 

recipients of the communication by increased empathy for the communicator (in 

comparison to communicating no group-based anger, ‘pure’ group-based 

contempt, and ‘mixed’ group-based anger/contempt). These findings map onto 

our argument that the communication of group-based anger can have such 

positive effects in intergroup conflicts because it stresses not only the perceived 

injustice of the intergroup situation (i.e., the undesirable treatment by the other) 

but at the same time the desire to maintain a positive long-term intergroup 

relationship (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). Indeed, the Experiment 1 results 
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directly support this claim by showing that the communication of ‘pure’ group-

based anger increased the perception that the outgroup valued the intergroup 

relationship, and connected this to increased empathy for the outgroup. 

Furthermore, Experiments 1-3 all showed evidence for the mediational role of 

empathy in explaining the positive effects of communicating ‘pure’ group-based 

anger, with Experiment 3 even showing evidence for its causal role in the 

mediation sequence. 

Our studies extend prior theorizing and research in several ways. First, we 

move beyond Fischer and Roseman (2007) by extending their interpersonal 

analysis of anger and contempt to group-based anger and contempt in the 

intergroup domain (Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 2007). Moreover, we move 

beyond previous work on group-based emotions by showing that group-based 

emotions have the potential to be used as communicative devices that stress the 

value of maintaining an intergroup relationship. By contrast, Fischer and 

Roseman (2007) showed that the perception of the level of intimacy of a 

relationship with another person predicts whether anger or contempt will be 

expressed. Thus, our data show that emotions are not merely expressions that 

follow from a certain relationship (cf. Fischer & Roseman, 2007), but that 

individuals can communicate emotions that signal how they view the importance 

of that relationship. This can lead the other to either want to improve (in the case 

of anger) or discontinue (for contempt) the relationship. 

Our results further help explain the paradox that the communication of 

anger can have both positive (Halperin et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2004) and 

negative effects (Berkowitz, 1989; Lickel, Miller, Stenstrom, Denson, & 

Schmader, 2006) in conflict situations. By differentiating between ‘pure’ and 

‘mixed’ anger communications, it becomes clear that only communication of 

‘pure’ anger accentuates the value of maintaining a positive relationship, 

whereas the ‘mixing’ of anger with contempt (and communication of ‘pure’ 

contempt) transforms the relational intent that is communicated — signaling 
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instead a desire to terminate the relationship. Our results offer evidence for the 

distinct social and communicative functions of anger and contempt (see also 

Fischer & Roseman, 2007), and also for the validity of the distinction between 

these emotions (Rozin et al., 1999). Thus, if one wants to reduce the potential 

negative effects of emotional communication in intergroup conflict, our analysis 

suggests that the communicator should take care to communicate ‘pure’ anger 

and that the recipient should also perceive it as such. 

Our analysis shares an emphasis on potentially positive consequences of 

communicating anger with the Emotions As Social Information model (e.g., Van 

Kleef, 2009), and in fact we believe that our findings can make a valuable 

contribution to the EASI-model by focusing attention to the relational function 

of the communication of anger (i.e., anger as a signal of, as it were, the personal 

pain that flows from bad treatment of the other, which contains within it a tacit 

expression of the desire to improve that relationship). Indeed, the EASI model 

focuses on the equally important but different strategic function of the 

communication of anger (i.e., anger as a signal of thwarted personal gain). Van 

Kleef (2009) argues that in competitive settings, such as conflicts, the 

expression of anger would affect the other person’s strategic inferences of the 

cause of this emotion, leading one to perceive the other as, for instance, having 

high negotiation limits. This would then result in giving in to the angry person’s 

demands (i.e., cooperation). Future research should focus on the role of empathy 

in this process to explore how the relational and strategic functions of the 

communication of anger relate to each other. 

Of course, the positive effects of communicating ‘pure’ group-based anger 

should have boundary conditions. For instance, the current studies point toward 

the importance of the ‘purity’ of the anger communicated as well as the 

possibility to take the outgroup’s perspective. We believe that other boundary 

conditions include the perception of fair treatment or legitimacy (e.g., Frijda, 

1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 2001; Scherer et al, 2001), and 
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the extent to which the anger is expressed by all group members (and thus on 

behalf of the group; e.g., De Vos, Van Zomeren, Gordijn, & Postmes, 2015a; see 

Chapter 3 of this thesis). Indeed, when confronted with an outgroup member’s 

anger, individuals tend to assess the extent to which the anger is just given the 

fairness of the treatment they received. If treatment is fair, anger is likely to be 

perceived as inappropriate and perhaps even as a sign of aggression, which 

might lead to conflict escalation rather than de-escalation. Further, recipients 

should view the outgroup communicator as a representative for the entire 

outgroup if anger is to have positive effects. Otherwise, the anger might be 

perceived as inauthentic or ‘just a lone voice’ and could be disregarded.  

Furthermore, from the EASI-model it can be derived that power 

differentials between the outgroup communicating the anger and the target 

ingroup may be important (e.g., Van Kleef & Côté, 2007) in the sense that 

groups with low power are less effective in bringing about change when 

expressing anger. In the current experiments, the communicator was part of a 

minority, but there existed no measurable power differences between the groups 

so this needs to be explored further. Moreover, also contextual differences 

between competitive and cooperative situations in which anger is expressed 

might influence its success: Anger is seen as more appropriate in situations 

where a competition or conflict of interests is present, whereas anger in more 

cooperative settings (like a reconciliation process) would be quite detrimental 

(Van Kleef, 2009). Indeed, whereas the current studies investigated how group-

based anger might de-escalate intergroup conflict, the next step for future 

research is to uncover when it does and does not occur. 

In sum, even though anger is often perceived to be an unpleasant and 

negative subjective state, the current experiments show that its communication 

has remarkably positive consequences in the context of intergroup conflict. 

Communicating ‘pure’ group-based anger explicitly stresses the injustice of 

another party’s actions, whilst underlining the value of maintaining a positive 
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intergroup relationship. The expression of group-based anger may thus have 

positive consequences for intergroup relations. Clearly, when the 

communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger leads to conflict de-escalation, this 

expression might be an important first step towards reducing intergroup conflict. 

Anger, in this sense, should not always be kept under wraps. 
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Explaining When the Communication of Group-based Anger 

Induces Empathy in Intergroup Conflict: The Role of 

Perceived Perceived Illegitimacy and Group Consensus 

 

Peace requires something far more difficult than revenge or merely 

turning the other cheek; it requires empathizing with the fears and 

unmet needs that provide the impetus for people to attack each 

other  

– Marshall Rosenberg (Speak peace in a world of conflict, 2005a, p. 129) 

 

As the above quote suggests, feeling empathy for the outgroup may be one 

key prerequisite for harmonious intergroup relations. Indeed, past research has 

extensively documented positive effects of outgroup empathy (defined as the 

ability to understand, perceive and feel another person’s feelings) in reducing 

intergroup prejudice and hostility (e.g., Batson et al., 1997; Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2008). Empathizing emotionally with outgroup members typically leads to a 

concern for their welfare and more positive attitudes toward them (Batson et al., 

1997; Dovidio, ten Vergert et al., 2004; Stephan & Finlay, 1999), which in turn 

leads one to act on behalf of the outgroup (Batson, 1991; Stephan & Renfro, 

2002). Thus, increasing outgroup empathizing might be an important first step 

toward reducing intergroup conflict (Stephan, 2008).  

Of course, increasing empathy in intergroup conflicts is often easier said 

than done, particularly when such conflicts include high stakes and a long 

history of contention (e.g., Halperin et al, 2011; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). Such 

conflicts are also often conceptually complex to the extent that there are all 

kinds of psychological explanations for not empathizing beforehand (e.g., 

structural blaming of the other group, not seeking empathy in the first place). In 

the current paper, we therefore focus on lower-stake intergroup conflicts that 

have a stronger potential to examine an essential antecedent of increasing 
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empathy in intergroup conflict: The communication of group-based emotions 

like anger and contempt.  

More specifically, although the communication of group-based contempt 

has been found to have distinctly negative consequences for conflict resolution 

(e.g., De Vos, Van Zomeren, Gordijn & Postmes, 2013; see Chapter 2), the 

communication of group-based anger has been found to increase outgroup 

empathy. The key reason for this is that the communication of group-based 

anger serves a distinctly relational function (De Vos et al., 2013). That is, 

among the broad spectrum of meanings and intentions potentially conveyed by 

group-based anger, a central element of meaning through its communication is a 

relational signal (a) that one's group feels that they are treated illegitimately by 

the other group (cf., Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 

2001; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001) and (b) that emphasizes the 

importance of maintaining a long-term relationship with the other group. 

Especially because of the latter aspect, the communication of group-based anger 

entails that individuals approach the other (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009) and 

implicitly ask the recipient of their anger to feel empathy for them as well as 

engage in reconciliatory behavior (and in this sense, group-based anger 

functions no differently than inter-personal anger: see Fischer & Roseman, 

2007).  

 Although recent work indeed showed that the communication of group-

based anger increased outgroup empathy in recipients, there should of course be 

boundaries to this positive potential of communicating anger in intergroup 

conflict. The aim of the current work is to zoom in on two potential antecedents 

of the empathy-inducing effects of the communication of anger derived from the 

emotion and intergroup conflict literatures. First, at a general level the 

communication of anger aims to let recipients recognize that the other party has 

been treated illegitimately (a key appraisal of anger; Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 

1991; Roseman, 2001), thereby entitling the other to the communication of their 
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anger (i.e., anger is appropriate). Put differently, the current research examines 

whether the communication of group-based anger decreases outgroup empathy 

when the recipient does not perceive that the group is treated unfairly and thus 

entitled to its anger. Second, at the level of the specific intergroup relation that 

the communication of group-based anger seeks to maintain, we examine 

whether the communicated anger needs to be perceived as group-based by the 

recipient (i.e., as shared within the outgroup; see Smith, Seger & Mackie, 2007). 

Put differently, we test whether the communication of anger fails to increase 

empathy when the anger is perceived as individual anger rather than as shared 

by the group. Investigating these potential boundary conditions for anger’s 

empathy-inducing effects is important because this will further our 

understanding of when (and why) anger may help to solve intergroup conflict 

(rather than escalate it). We report three experiments that put these antecedents 

of the positive, empathy-inducing effects of the communication of group-based 

anger to the test in the context of ‘low-stake’ intergroup conflicts (but see 

Chapter 4 for a case of higher-stake conflict). Compared to the previous chapter, 

we zoom in through focusing on antecedent variables but also on empathy as the 

key dependent variable. 

Perceived Illegitimacy as Basis for 'Their' Group-based Anger 

According to appraisal theories of emotions (for an overview, see e.g., 

Scherer et al, 2001), one of the key appraisals that shape the experience of anger 

is unfairness (Miller, 2001) or illegitimacy (e.g., Roseman, Spindel, & Jose, 

1990). Communicating anger thus effectively communicates the desire to 

address this sense of illegitimacy and demands from the other party some kind 

of reconciliation aimed at restoring justice. Indeed, through communicating 

anger disadvantaged group members may attempt to persuade the advantaged 

group that the treatment they are receiving is illegitimate and therefore that they 

are entitled to their anger.  

However, the extent to which the recipients agree the outgroup is entitled to  
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its anger depends on the recipients’ perception of its treatment as illegitimate 

(cf. Shields, 2005). Indeed, research on interpersonal relations showed that when 

the treatment of one person by another is perceived to be legitimate, the 

communication of anger is perceived as inappropriate and therefore may not 

lead to reconciliation (e.g., Van Kleef & Côté, 2007). If anything, an 

inappropriate display of anger might have detrimental consequences because it 

can be perceived as a sign of aggression (see also Lickel et al., 2006; Van Kleef 

& Côté, 2007). Thus, for any positive effects of the communication of anger to 

emerge, it seems pivotal that recipients of anger view it as appropriate. Although 

this implies that there is room for anger’s empathy-inducing effects in 

intergroup conflict settings, it also implies that in conflicts where groups cannot 

imagine the other party’s anger to be appropriate, communicating anger will 

unlikely have such positive effects. Experiment 1 directly manipulates this 

variable to test these hypotheses.   

Perceived Outgroup Consensus as 'Their' Basis for Group-based Anger 

If recipients of the communication of group-based anger need to perceive 

the outgroup's situation as illegitimate in order to feel empathy for them, then 

this may appear to suggest that, in the conflict settings we focus on, this is not 

only an antecedent but also a potentially sufficient condition for its positive 

effects. A similar argument can be made for the 'perceived groupness' of the 

anger that is communicated. Indeed, group-based anger is not only based in 

perceived illegitimacy, but also in a sharedness of that emotional experience 

within the group. Thus, if the communicated anger is not perceived as shared 

within the group (Smith et al., 2007), then one is simply faced with a lone angry 

voice that can be easily ignored or avoided and thus is unlikely to evoke 

empathy for the group as a whole.  

By contrast, when people believe the outgroup as a whole to be angry (i.e., 

when anger appears to be shared), this should make the anger communicated by 

individual outgroup members an appropriate and valid expression of their 
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experience of intergroup emotion. Indeed, when the communicated anger is 

perceived to be group-based it implies a perceived sharedness (i.e., multiple 

people seem to experience it) and a high perceived consensus (i.e., people seem 

to agree about communicating it) within the outgroup concerning its 

communication (Smith et al., 2007). In line with the relational function of anger 

(Fischer & Roseman, 2007), the communication of group-based anger should be 

perceived by recipients as a signal that the outgroup as a whole cares about 

maintaining a positive intergroup relationship and therefore encourage recipients 

to feel empathy for them. We therefore argue that the perception of the 

communication of anger as group-based (i.e., as being perceived as consensual 

within the group) is a second potential antecedent for the positive, empathy-

inducing effects of the communication of group-based anger. Experiment 2 

directly manipulates this variable to test this hypothesis.  

Our line of reasoning suggests that an absence of perceived illegitimacy or 

perceived outgroup consensus, within the conflict setting we examine, should 

lower outgroup empathy as a consequence of the communication of group-based 

anger. However, Experiments 1 and 2 do not include both factors in one design 

and thus cannot tell us much about the exact interrelationship between these 

potential antecedents. For this reason, Experiment 3 manipulates both variables 

in an explorative fashion to test whether each antecedent is sufficient to produce 

their predicted empathy-inducing effects. This is not to say that we believe that 

these two factors are universally sufficient – for instance, in the higher-stake 

intergroup conflicts that lead individuals to be defensive about and distrusting of 

any outgroup member, we do not assume that those factors will suffice for 

enabling the empathy-inducing effects of communicating group-based anger. 

In sum, the key aim of this paper is to test the internal validity of the idea 

that perceived illegitimacy and outgroup consensus are antecedent conditions of 

the positive, empathy-inducing effects of the communication of group-based 

anger (Experiments 1-2). Furthermore, the more explorative aim of Experiment 
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3 was to illuminate their exact interrelationship within the (relatively lower-

stake) conflict settings we examine. Across the three empirical experiments 

reported in this article, we employed an experimental approach to enable causal 

inferences from the findings. We thereby made some deliberate choices in the 

experiment design to increase experimental control, while keeping the contexts 

‘real’ and believable for the participants (which in Experiments 1 and 2 were 

students, whereas in Experiment 3 they were dog-owners). The first two 

experiments made use of actual conflicts, either by means of an ostensibly real 

newspaper article (Experiment 1) or a vignette containing ostensibly real 

statements from outgroup members (Experiment 2). Experiment 3 employed a 

highly realistic scenario.  

Across studies, we also varied the medium through which anger was 

communicated, either through mass media (Experiment 1), through statements 

of outgroup members (Experiment 2) or an imagined direct encounter with the 

communicator (Experiment 3). As in Chapter 2, we purposefully chose indirect 

ways of communicating group-based anger because outgroup anger is often not 

encountered in direct contact with an outgroup member, but through indirect 

channels such as mass media (Halualani, Chitgopekar, Morrison, & Dodge, 

2004; Hargrave & Livingstone, 2009; Marsden, 1987; Postmes et al., 2014). 

Hence, we chose to realistically recreate such contexts across the reported 

experiments. Finally, to facilitate generalization across contexts, we used a 

variety of intergroup contexts outlining conflicts involving a situation of relative 

deprivation (Experiment 1), transgression (Experiment 2) and an incident 

(Experiment 3).  

Experiment 1: The Role of Perceived Illegitimacy 

Method 

 Participants were 51
1
 participants first-year psychology students from 

the University of Groningen (38 women; Mage = 21.10; SD = 1.47) who 

participated for course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
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four conditions in a 2 (Communication of Anger: Absent / Present) X 2 

(Perceived Treatment: Legitimate / Illegitimate) between-subjects design. 

Upon entering the lab, participants were given a paper questionnaire 

consisting of a short, ostensibly real (but in fact fictitious) newspaper article and 

a series of questions related to the article. The article described the plans of the 

Dutch government to make education cuts, and reduce student funding. 

University students reacted to this by offering a petition with 5000 signatures to 

the state secretary in which they pleaded for a specific approach to applying 

these cuts to reduce study financing. In this petition they argued that students at 

Universities were entitled to higher funding than students studying at Higher 

Vocational Education (VE) institutions, because university tuition fees are 

higher, and because people with a university diploma are scarcer and therefore 

more valuable in the job market. In the legitimate treatment condition, 

university students argued that VE students should in the future get 95% of the 

funding of university students (i.e., almost the same as the ingroup), whereas in 

the illegitimate treatment condition the percentage was only 50% (i.e., much 

less).  

Subsequently, the manipulation of anger took place. A VE student, Michel 

de Vries, reacted to this treatment by either specifically communicating anger 

(“This treatment by university students makes me really angry”) or by 

communicating a general disapproval (but no specific emotion; “I disapprove of 

this illegitimate treatment by university students”), which was specifically 

mentioned to be on behalf of the group. Additionally, the communicated 

emotion or lack thereof was manipulated in the title of the article (e.g., “VE 

students angry over / disapprove of treatment by university students”). 

Each variable in the three experiments was, unless mentioned otherwise, 

measured on 7-point Likert-scales (1 = absolutely not, 7 = very much). Two 

manipulation check items verified the effectiveness of the manipulation of anger 

(“To what extent did VE students express anger?”), and treatment legitimacy 
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(“To what extent did you perceive VE students to be treated legitimately?”). 

Empathy was measured with 8 statements of which 4 items related to affective 

empathy (e.g., “I empathize with VE Students, such as Michel”) and 4 items 

related to cognitive empathy / perspective taking (“I don’t find it difficult to take 

the perspective of VE students such as Michel”). Due to high convergence, these 

two subscales were combined into one single empathy scale (α = .88). 

Results & Discussion 

Manipulation checks. A 2x2 ANOVA on the manipulation check of 

perceived anger revealed only the expected main effect of anger, F(1, 47) = 

13.49, p = .001, ηp
2
 = .22. VE-students were indeed perceived to be more angry 

in the anger conditions (M = 5.35, SD = 1.09) than in the no anger conditions (M 

= 3.88, SD = 1.74). The main effect of legitimacy (F(1, 47)  = 2.48, p = .122), 

and the interaction effect (F(1, 47) = 0.06, p = .813) were not significant. The 

manipulation check of treatment legitimacy revealed only the expected main 

effect of treatment legitimacy, F(1, 47) = 13.90, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .23: Participants 

perceived the treatment to be more legitimate in the legitimate treatment 

conditions (M = 4.20, SD = 1.56) than in the illegitimate treatment conditions 

(M = 2.65, SD = 1.38). The main effect of anger (F(1, 47)  = 0.91, p = .344) and 

the interaction effect (F(1, 47)  = 0.11, p = .736 were not significant. Thus, both 

manipulations were effective. 

Outgroup empathy. A 2x2 ANOVA on empathy showed a significant main 

effect of treatment justice, F(1, 47) = 16.61, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .26, 95% CI [0.10, 

0.41]. Participants empathized more with VE-students when they perceived their 

treatment to be illegitimate, (M = 5.73, SD = 0.82) rather than legitimate (M = 

4.92, SD = 0.64). Importantly, this main effect was qualified by the predicted 

significant two-way interaction effect, F(1, 47) = 7.67, p = .008, ηp
2
 = .14, 95% 

CI [0.02, 0.29] (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Means and standard errors of empathy towards Vocational Eductation students as a 

function of the treatment legitimacy and the presence or absence of anger, Experiment 1. 

 

Simple main effect analyses showed that when VE students’ treatment 

was perceived as legitimate, a marginally significant effect was found so that 

somewhat less empathy was felt when anger was communicated (M = 4.67, SD 

= 0.59) than when no anger was communicated (M = 5.19, SD = 0.61), F(1, 47) 

= 3.40, p = .071. Here, the expression of anger thus had somewhat negative 

effects. However, when VE students’ treatment was perceived as illegitimate, 

significantly more empathy was felt after the communication of anger (M = 

6.01, SD = 0.63) than when no anger was communicated (M = 5.44, SD = 0.91), 

F(1, 47) = 4.31, p = .043. Further simple main effects analyses showed that 

when VE students communicated anger, participants felt more empathy when 

the treatment was perceived as illegitimate, versus when it was perceived to be 

legitimate, F(1, 47) = 23.92, p < .001. Importantly, too, when they did not 
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communicate anger, there was no significant difference in felt empathy between 

the two legitimacy conditions, F(1, 47) = 0.84, p = .37. 

Discussion. Results replicated support for the hypothesis that the 

communication of group-based anger results in increased outgroup empathy, but 

extended it by suggesting that this is only the case when the anger is expressed 

in response to a perceived illegitimate treatment. Importantly, whether the 

ingroup’s treatment of the outgroup was illegitimate or legitimate did not, in and 

of itself, make any difference for the level of empathy that ingroup members 

felt. It was only under conditions that the outgroup expressed anger that 

perceived illegitimacy mattered, in the sense that an illegitimate treatment 

encouraged participants to empathize with the outgroup. This fits our idea that 

perceived illegitimacy is a sufficient antecedent condition for anger’s positive, 

empathy-inducing effects, at least within low-stake conflicts as the one we 

studied. 

Moreover, these results are in line with Van Kleef and Côté (2007) who 

showed that appropriate displays of anger in negotiation settings can lead to 

better personal outcomes, because the opponent tends to be less competitive and 

give in more easily in response to appropriate anger expressions. Our results fit 

with these findings because they show that appropriate displays of anger 

increase empathy for the angry outgroup in intergroup conflict situations as 

well. Importantly, however, they also move beyond them by pointing to the 

importance of perceptions of legitimacy and entitlement as important social 

psychological factors in determining when the communication of anger is 

deemed to be appropriate or not. Finally, and in line with the notion of the 

relational function of the communication of group-based anger, when treatment 

was perceived to be legitimate, the communication of anger appeared to backfire 

and, if anything, reduced outgroup empathy. Thus, our findings fit with a 

relational interpretation of individuals’ responses to anger expressions in the 
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context of low-stake intergroup conflict. Anger here signals that the group feels 

wronged, and that its claim is hard to dismiss. 

Experiment 2 explored a second antecedent condition for anger’s positive, 

empathy-inducing effects: Outgroup Consensus regarding the communicated 

anger. Because an important function of the communication of group-based 

anger is to emphasize the importance of maintaining a positive intergroup 

relationship, we hypothesized that only when there was a perceived high 

consensus regarding the anger communication would it be effective in 

increasing empathy. 

Experiment 2: The Role of Perceived Outgroup Consensus 

Method 

Participants were 51
1
 first-year psychology students from the University of 

Groningen (32 women; Mage = 21.69; SD = 2.43) who participated for course 

credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 

(Communication of Anger: Absent / Present) X 2 (Perceived Consensus: Low / 

High) between-subjects design. Participants were told that the experiment was 

about the conflict between students and Stadjers (a term referring specifically to 

city-born inhabitants of Groningen, or “locals”). Groningen is a medium-size 

city with a university founded in 1614, and similar to many inner-city 

universities where students have historically formed a sizable and visible 

minority among the local population, it has a pedigree of “town and gown” 

tensions between students and locals, which in centuries past occasionally 

erupted into physical violence and homicide. Although contemporary conflicts 

tend to be mild by comparison, there are still pervasive tensions that are 

extensively covered in the media and well known to all. 

In the experiment, participants were first informed about the (real) ongoing 

conflict between students and locals in Groningen, and were subsequently told 

that they would be reading ostensibly real statements of two locals (Alfred and 

Tanja) talking about their experience of Groningen students causing excessive 
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noise, littering and other forms of antisocial behavior in their neighborhood. 

These are common complaints that have recently surfaced in the news. The 

statements either contained a specific communication of anger (e.g., “I am very 

angry that students in Groningen behave in such an antisocial way”), or a 

general disapproval (but no specific emotion; “Students in Groningen behave in 

an antisocial way”). Consensus was manipulated by including a final statement 

that research conducted by the University showed that 85% (high consensus) or 

15% (low consensus) of locals share this emotion (whereby ‘emotion’ was 

replaced by ‘anger’ or ‘disapproval’, depending on the anger manipulation). 

We used the same manipulation check item as in Experiment 1 for anger. 

Additionally, the manipulation of consensus was checked with a dichotomous 

item asking participants to indicate the extent to which they perceived low (0) or 

high (1) consensus concerning the message that Stadjers had communicated. 

Empathy was measured with the same 8 statements as in Experiment 1 (with 

items referring to Stadjers), which were again collapsed into one single empathy 

scale (α = .89). 

Results & Discussion 

Manipulation checks. A 2x2 ANOVA on the manipulation check of 

perceived anger revealed the expected main effect of anger, F(1, 47) = 12.34, p 

< .001, ηp
2
 = .21. Stadjers were indeed perceived to be angrier in the anger 

conditions (M = 5.50, SD = 1.98) than in the no anger conditions (M = 3.68, SD 

= 1.68). The main effect of consensus (F(1, 47)  = 1.01, p = .321) and the 

interaction effect (F(1, 47)  = 0.001, p = .976) were not significant. A Logistic 

Regression on the manipulation check of consensus revealed the expected main 

effect of consensus, χ
2
(1) = 19.45, p < .001: Participants perceived the group of 

Stadjers to have more consensus concerning the communication of anger in the 

high consensus conditions (M = 0.92, SD = 0.27) than in the low consensus 

conditions (M = 0.36, SD = 0.49). The main effect of anger (χ
2
(1) = 0.23, p = 
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.629) and the interaction effect (χ
2
(1) = 1.96, p = .161) were not significant. 

Thus, both manipulations were effective. 

Outgroup empathy. A 2x2 ANOVA on empathy showed a significant 

two-way interaction effect, F(1, 47) = 5.43, p = .024, ηp
2
 = .10, 95% CI [0.01, 

0.25] (see Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. Means and standard errors of empathy towards “Stadjers” as a function of the level 

of consensus and the presence or absence of anger, Experiment 2. 

 

Simple main effect analyses showed that when there was low consensus, there 

were no differences in felt empathy between conditions in which anger was 

communicated (M = 4.21, SD = 0.61) and when it was not communicated (M = 

4.28, SD = 1.10), F(1, 47) = 0.06, p = .82. 

It should be noted that, descriptively, average levels of empathy for the 

plight of Stadjers were somewhat lower as compared to those obtained in the 
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different Experiment 1 context (in the current experiment, they were slightly 

above the midpoint of the scale). However, when there was high consensus 

among locals, participants felt significantly more empathy after the 

communication of anger (M = 5.03, SD = 0.65) than when no anger was 

communicated explicitly (M = 4.09, SD = 0.67), F(1, 47) = 9.54, p = .003. 

Further comparisons of conditions showed that when locals did communicate 

anger, participants felt more empathy when perceived consensus was high 

versus when it was low, F(1, 47) = 7.33, p = .009. When they did not 

communicate anger, however, there was no difference in felt empathy between 

the two consensus conditions, F(1, 47) = 0.37, p = .55. In sum, the pattern of 

results revealed that participants empathized with Stadjers when they 

communicated anger and when there was high perceived consensus concerning 

this communication (a pattern confirmed by testing the appropriate contrast, F(3, 

47) = 3.92, p =.014). This fits with the idea that perceived outgroup consensus is 

a sufficient antecedent condition for anger’s positive, empathy-inducing effects, 

within the context of the low-stake intergroup conflicts that we studied. 

Discussion. Results from Experiment 2 provided more support for our 

hypothesis that the communication of anger in an intergroup conflict results in 

an increase of felt empathy, but specified this prediction to be the case only 

when the anger is perceived to be group-based; that is, when there is high 

perceived outgroup consensus concerning its communication. A further 

interesting finding is that the level of perceived consensus concerning the 

communicated emotion (anger versus general disapproval) did not, in and of 

itself, affect the level of outgroup empathy. It was the level of perceived within 

group consensus concerning the communication of the specific emotion of anger 

that influenced the extent to which people felt outgroup empathy. This fits the 

idea that the high level of perceived consensus concerning the communication of 

anger emphasizes the group-based nature of the emotion. That is, high perceived 

consensus turns anger into an intergroup signal that functions as an implicit 
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signal for the other group to empathize with the disadvantaged group’s plight. It 

signals that the group feels wronged, rather than a lone individual voice within 

that group that can easily be dismissed. 

Taken together, Experiment 1 and 2 supported the idea that perceived 

illegitimacy and outgroup consensus reflect antecedent conditions of the 

positive, empathy-inducing effects of the communication of group-based anger. 

Experiment 3 was designed to explore whether each, within the low-stake 

intergroup conflicts that we studied, is a sufficient explanation of when (and 

thus why) anger has empathy-inducing effects. Because this was our key aim, 

we chose to include only conditions in which anger was communicated (and 

thus dropped the general disapproval conditions used in Experiments 1 and 2). 

We further chose yet another different low-stake intergroup conflict context in 

which to test our ideas in order to increase their external validity. 

Experiment 3: Sufficient Conditions? 

Method 

Participants were 56
1
 Groningen dog-owners (36 women; Mage = 42.16; SD 

= 13.12). Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 

(Perceived Outgroup Consensus: Low / High) X 2 (Perceived Treatment: 

Legitimate / Illegitimate) between-subjects design. Participants were approached 

at a dog training school and asked to read a scenario and fill out a short 

questionnaire.  

The introduction to the scenario read that the local government had passed 

legislation that dogs were allowed to walk off-leash only in designated areas. 

The participants were asked to imagine themselves in a scenario in which their 

dog was roaming free in the park. Perceived treatment legitimacy was 

manipulated by stating this occurred in one of the newly designated on-leash 

areas [illegitimate treatment] or in an off-leash area [a treatment that was 

comparatively more legitimate]. Participants subsequently read that their dog 

spotted another person, enthusiastically bounded towards the other and jumped 
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up on its hind legs in a non-aggressive way. In response to the dog jumping up, 

the person responded in anger by saying: “Keep your dog leashed! It really 

makes me so angry when this happens!” In the legitimate treatment condition, 

the dog is walking in an off-leash area and is therefore legitimately roaming 

free. This was intended to make the expressed anger appear less appropriate. In 

the illegitimate condition, the dog is running around in an on-leash area and is 

therefore clearly in the wrong. This was intended to make the expressed anger 

appear more appropriate. Put differently, in each of the 4 conditions anger was 

expressed, but the appropriateness of this response varied as a manipulation of 

treatment legitimacy. 

After reading the scenario, the manipulation of perceived outgroup 

consensus was introduced: Participants read a statement saying that these 

situations occur more often and that, given this exact situation, recent studies 

have shown 25% (low consensus) or 75% (high consensus) of non-dog owners 

to agree with the anger communicated by the person. We used the same 

manipulation check items for perceived treatment legitimacy and consensus as 

in Experiments 1 and 2. Outgroup empathy was again measured with the same 8 

statements as in Experiments 1 and 2, which were again collapsed into one scale 

(α = .89). 

Results & Discussion 

Manipulation checks. A 2x2 ANOVA on the manipulation check of 

perceived treatment legitimacy revealed only the expected main effect of 

treatment legitimacy, F(1, 52) = 5.13, p = .028, ηp
2
 = .09: Participants perceived 

the treatment [i.e., the dog’s behavior] to be more legitimate in the off-leash 

conditions (M = 3.39, SD = 1.07) than in the on-leash conditions (M = 2.61, SD 

= 1.42). The main effect of consensus (F(1, 52) = 0.18, p = .68) and the 

interaction effect (F(1, 52) = 0.22, p = .64) were not significant. A Logistic 

Regression on the manipulation check of consensus revealed only the expected 

main effect of consensus, χ
2
(1) = 12.34, p < .001: Participants perceived more 
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consensus in the high consensus conditions (M = 0.85, SD = 0.37) than in the 

low consensus conditions (M = 0.40, SD = 0.50). The main effect of treatment 

legitimacy (χ
2
(1) < 0.00, p = 1.00) and the interaction effect (χ

2
(1) = 0.55, p = 

.456) were not significant. Thus, both manipulations were effective. 

Outgroup Empathy. A 2x2 ANOVA on empathy showed a significant 

two-way interaction effect, F(1, 52) = 4.68, p = .035, ηp
2
 = .08, 95% CI [0.003, 

0.21] (see Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3. Means and standard errors of empathy of dog owners towards non-dog owners as a 

function of the treatment legitimacy and level of consensus, Experiment 3. 
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1.02) versus when there was high perceived consensus in the communication of 

anger (M = 5.21, SD = 0.82), F(1, 52) = 8.37, p = .006. Thus, perceived 

outgroup consensus increased empathy even in the absence of perceived 

illegitimacy. Moreover, when the treatment of non-dog-owners was illegitimate, 

no differences in felt empathy were found after anger was communicated with 

low perceived consensus (M = 5.02, SD = 1.67) versus with high perceived 

consensus (M = 4.94, SD = 0.94), F(1, 52) = 0.028, p =.869. Thus, perceived 

illegitimacy increased empathy even in the absence of consensus. Another way 

of summarizing this pattern of results is that only when treatment was perceived 

as legitimate and perceived consensus was low did this lead to the lowest level 

of empathizing, F(3, 52) = 10.22, p = .002. 

Discussion. Whereas the Experiment 1 and 2 findings established the 

antecedent status of perceived illegitimacy and outgroup consensus as different 

factors that enable a positive, empathy-inducing effect of the communication of 

group-based anger, the results from Experiment 3 suggested that both variables 

are sufficient but not necessary in increasing outgroup empathy as a 

consequence of the communication of group-based anger in low-stake 

intergroup conflict. Thus, Experiment 3 offered an intriguing view on their exact 

interrelationship. We will discuss this in more detail and nuance below. 

General Discussion 

Three experiments showed support for the hypotheses that perceived 

illegitimacy and outgroup consensus are antecedents of the positive, empathy-

inducing effects of the communication of group-based anger. Specifically, 

results of Experiment 1 showed that the communication of group-based anger by 

the outgroup was only effective in increasing empathy with the outgroup when 

the treatment of the outgroup was deemed illegitimate. In fact, consistent with 

research on the effects of inappropriate anger displays (Van Kleef & Côté, 

2007), when treatment was perceived to be legitimate, the anger expression 

backfired to the extent that it even appeared to lower outgroup empathy. 
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Furthermore, results of Experiment 2 showed that group-based anger was only 

effective in increasing empathy when participants perceived high consensus 

concerning the anger communication. Importantly with respect to the presumed 

relational function of group-based anger, only perceived consensus regarding 

communicated anger (and not regarding a more general disapproval) increased 

outgroup empathy. Finally, results from Experiment 3 indicated that, within the 

context of the low-stake intergroup conflicts we studied, the presence of either 

perceived treatment illegitimacy or outgroup consensus was sufficient but not 

necessary to increase outgroup empathy. Put differently, only in the absence of 

either antecedent did the communication of group-based anger fail to increase 

outgroup empathy. This suggests, at least in low-stake intergroup conflicts, that 

there is much to say for communicating group-based anger with an eye to 

inducing empathy in the other party. 

Implications 

Being more explorative in nature, the results from Experiment 3 warrant 

further discussion and nuance. Specifically, the pattern of results indicates how 

the two antecedents interact with each other, but there may be several 

explanations for why, for instance, perceived illegitimacy does not require 

perceived outgroup consensus with respective to the positive, empathy-inducing 

effects of the communication of anger. First, in line with approaches like Moral 

Foundation Theory (Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, Koleva, & Ditto, 2011; Haidt 

& Graham, 2007), it is possible that the communicated moral transgression 

might have influenced the recipients’ perception that they were somehow 

responsible for the harm done to the group communicating the anger. In this 

sense, regardless of the presence or absence of its group-based nature, anger 

should induce empathy, because it touches on the universal concept of fairness. 

Perceiving it as a moral violation might be sufficient to increase levels of 

empathic concern, even if it was merely a lone voice communicating the anger. 

However, not all perceptions of fairness or legitimacy have moral underpinnings 
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(Van Zomeren, 2013) and therefore future research could disentangle the two in 

more detail to test this explanation for why, in Experiment 3, neither perceived 

illegitimacy nor outgroup consensus were necessary for the proper working of 

the relational function of the communication of group-based anger. 

A second explanation for this particular pattern of results revolves around 

the interpretation of the perceived consensus regarding the outgroup’s 

communication of anger. Experiment 3 showed that even when treatment was in 

fact perceived as legitimate did this lead to outgroup empathy as long as there 

was perceived outgroup consensus. In our view this could be due to the 

possibility that (a) participants might have concluded that their assessment of the 

legitimacy of the situation was inaccurate or even incorrect (e.g., self-doubt), or 

that (b) they might have reasoned that even though they believed the outgroup 

was treated legitimately, such a shared plea for reconciliation requires empathy, 

if a positive intergroup relationship is to be maintained. The absence of an 

interaction effect on the illegitimacy manipulation check actually points to the 

latter explanation as the more likely one. Indeed, in our view this particular 

result can be interpreted as a particularly striking manifestation of the relational 

function of the communication of anger. 

A final consideration refers to the contexts that we studied in the three 

experiments. Although we made use of different groups and issues, we did 

intentionally focus on relatively low-stake intergroup conflicts (for instance as 

compared to relatively high-stakes conflicts such as the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict). It is doubtful whether the current findings, including the notion that 

both antecedents are sufficient for inducing empathy, will generalize to such 

contexts. In such contexts, there may simply be too much defensiveness 

associated with the very notion of empathizing with the outgroup. Nevertheless, 

even in those contexts research has shown that, for example, the experience of 

anger toward the outgroup has more positive implications for resolving the 

conflict than, for instance, the experience of hatred (Halperin et al., 2011), 
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pointing to an important role for anger even in such high-stake intergroup 

conflicts. Future research should therefore test the viability of the current 

findings in higher-stake intergroup conflicts. 

More generally, the current set of experiments extends prior research on the 

positive effects of communicating anger in intergroup conflict by focusing on 

the relational function of anger (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). The 

communication of group-based anger is meant as a social call for attention to an 

intergroup relationship at risk and communicates both a perceived illegitimate 

treatment by the outgroup as well as a deep-rooted unmet need for a positive 

relationship to be restored (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; see also Rosenberg, 

2005b). As such, anger invites the recipient to empathize with the group’s 

plight, which has been shown to be an important first step toward conflict 

reduction (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). In fact, prior research has shown the 

communication of anger to be a key factor in increasing empathy in intergroup 

conflict (De Vos et al., 2013; see Chapter 2). According to De Vos and 

colleagues, the reason why the communication of anger increases empathy (and 

subsequently reduces destructive conflict intentions) is, because it a) stresses 

perceived treatment illegitimacy, and b) emphasizes the importance of 

maintaining a positive intergroup relationship. However, these two proposed 

mechanisms were not directly tested. Yet, these mechanisms seem to suggest 

two things: a) if treatment is not perceived to be illegitimate, anger would be 

ineffective and could possibly even backfire, and b) if the anger is not 

communicated at a group level (i.e., there is low consensus regarding its 

communication), the anger could be ineffective and disregarded as merely a 

‘lone voice’. The current experiments provide support for these predictions by 

showing that both antecedents can positively affect the communication of group-

based anger’s empathy-inducing function, although, within the low-stake 

contexts we studied, neither requires the other. 
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The current findings are also in line with an increased recognition of anger 

as a ‘special’ emotion (e.g., Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009). We argue that 

anger has three separate elements that affect recipients’ perception of the anger 

and their likely response to it. First, the communication of anger attracts the 

recipient’s attention, regardless of context or appropriateness. For example, 

research on the ‘face-in-the-crowd effect’ (Hansen & Hansen, 1988; Lipp, Price, 

& Tellegen, 2009) has shown that angry faces are detected faster than faces 

displaying other negative or positive emotions. Second, anger can also be seen 

as a social call for attention to the intergroup relationship in peril. It emphasizes 

that reconciliation is needed for a positive relationship to persist (De Vos et al., 

2013, Chapter 2). And third, anger directs attention towards the conflict situation 

in an attempt to persuade the outgroup that one’s ingroup perceived their 

treatment as illegitimate (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 

2001; Scherer et al., 2001). Whereas the first of these three elements always 

produces the same outcome (i.e., it grabs the recipient’s attention), we believe 

that the extent to which the latter two increase empathy largely depends on the 

extent to which the recipient’s interpretation of contextual factors such as 

treatment legitimacy and outgroup consensus match what the communicated 

anger implies. This means that the communication of anger likely is only 

effective in increasing empathy if targets perceive their treatment to be 

illegitimate and their anger to be shared by the outgroup, and this is what we 

found in Experiments 1 and 2 (though Experiment 3 suggests that either might 

suffice). 

Finally, the current work affirms but also deviates from theory and research 

about the instrumental function of communicating anger (Van Kleef, 2009). 

Informed by the Emotions As Social Information model (Van Kleef, 2009), this 

research focuses more on the strategic use of anger in conflict settings (i.e., 

anger as an indicator of higher negotiation limits with the aim of forcing the 

recipient to cooperate). This does not mean that anger should be unreservedly 
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expressed without a concern for a proper way to express it. Prior research has 

stressed the ‘purity’ (i.e., being devoid of other emotional content) of anger (De 

Vos et al., 2013, Chapter 2) while the current experiments point to important 

antecedents of its purity, namely illegitimacy and outgroup consensus, that 

determine how and when anger should be communicated in order to be 

effective. Thus, whereas a strategic function of anger entails utilizing anger (felt 

or not) for personal gain, the relational function of anger entails tailoring the 

communication of felt anger for shared gain. Future research should consider 

integrating these different aspects of the communication of the same emotion in 

conflict settings. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

All experiments presented here relied on a manipulation of the 

communication of group-based anger using vignettes. Although results have 

been consistent across several contexts and populations (see also De Vos et al., 

2013), it is unclear whether these findings would generalize to more natural 

interactions (e.g., face-to-face interactions or computer-mediated 

communication). As mentioned in the introduction, however, this is not 

necessarily a weak point of the current experiments, as the type of contact 

people most often have with outgroup members is through second-hand 

information such as mass media outlining intergroup attitudes and behavior 

(Hargrave & Livingstone, 2009; Postmes et al., 2014). Future research is needed 

though to test whether the current findings could also be translated to real-time 

interactions. 

Another potential limitation is that we focused here on relatively low-stake 

conflicts and thus cannot generalize to higher-stake conflicts. Indeed, intergroup 

conflicts can be characterized by a long history of animosity and perhaps an 

unwillingness to experience empathy, and consequently a greater likelihood to 

act defensively when engaging an angry outgroup member. Our focus in the 

current experiments on relatively low-stake intergroup conflicts offered us 
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greater experimental control and a greater potential to find positive effects of 

communicating anger, yet comes at the expense of ecological validity. It is 

simply unclear at present whether our results would translate to high-stakes 

conflicts where pre-existing relationships are far from positive and where there 

appears to be little scope for relationship improvement. Recent evidence 

suggests, however, that even in conflicts with a negative history (Dutch people 

confronted with negative aspects of their colonial past in the Moluccas), the 

communication of group-based anger has positive effects, as long as it is 

communicated with reference to the present rather than the past (De Vos, Van 

Zomeren, Gordijn, & Postmes, 2015b, Chapter 4). This suggests that our 

rationale, although infused with this new moderator, could also hold in higher-

stake conflicts where existing relationships are less than positive.  

We welcome further research on those ideas in the context of high-stake 

intergroup conflicts. We already noted that we do not expect the communication 

of group-based anger to always have positive, empathy-inducing effects, 

especially in high-stakes conflicts where it could result in a host of defensive 

responses such as guilt and anger (rather than empathy). Such defensive 

responses seem particularly likely when contempt or a mix of anger and 

contempt is communicated, rather than ‘pure’ anger, as only the latter was found 

to increase empathy and de-escalate conflict (De Vos et al., 2013, Chapter 2). In 

higher-stakes conflicts, it may be much harder to communicate anger in such a 

‘pure’ way and that it is likely to be perceived as infused with other, more 

detrimental emotions such as contempt, hatred, or fear (Cottrell, & Neuberg, 

2005). Defensive reactions are thus more likely the less ‘pure’ anger is 

communicated and perceived, and this appears to particularly apply to higher-

stake contexts. Thus, future research is needed to investigate when defensive 

processes are likely to occur, and how their presence affects the empathy-

inducing effects of the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger.  

Conclusion 
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The current experiments point to the importance of communicating anger 

in intergroup conflict as it increases outgroup empathy which has been shown to 

be an important first step towards conflict resolution (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 

For anger to have its positive effects, however, certain antecedents must be in 

place. We focused on what we believed to be two important antecedents: 

perceived treatment illegitimacy and outgroup consensus concerning the anger 

communication, and showed that the presence of either is sufficient to induce 

empathy within low-stake intergroup conflicts. This is a hopeful message. If 

peace indeed requires outgroup empathy, as Marshall Rosenberg (2005a) was 

quoted as suggesting at the very start of this article, then the current research 

adds to this that the communication of group-based anger can indeed be a 

powerful contributor to peace, or at the very least to more harmonious 

intergroup relations. 
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This chapter is based on De Vos, B., Van Zomeren, M., Gordijn, E. H., & 

Postmes, T. (2015b). When does the communication of group-based anger and 

contempt about past events have positive effects? Examining anger and 

contempt’s opposite relational functions. Unpublished manuscript. 
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When does the communication of group-based anger  

and contempt about past events have positive effects? 

Examining anger and contempt’s opposite relational functions 

 

Within interpersonal and intergroup conflicts, the communication of anger 

has the potential to de-escalate them (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; De Vos et al., 

2013; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007) presumably because it has a positive relational 

function (De Vos et al., 2013, 2015a; see Chapters 2 and 3): It grabs the 

attention of outgroup members, emphasizes the presence of a conflict between 

ingroup and outgroup, but most importantly signals the importance of 

maintaining the intergroup relationship (Averill, 1983; Fischer & Roseman, 

2007). As such, anger also invites the other party to empathize with the angry 

group and that making amends is necessary (De Vos et al., 2013, Chapter 2; 

Fischer & Roseman, 2007). In the current article, we build on this notion by 

examining whether this positive relational function of communicating group-

based anger still operates in long-standing conflicts in which anger can also be 

felt about past events.  

This is important because research has focused thus far on intergroup 

conflicts in which anger is triggered by current events (De Vos et al., 2013, 

2015a; Chapter 2 and 3). Many intergroup conflicts, however, are defined by a 

history of animosity in which past events may be hard to forget, let alone 

forgive. In such history-laden conflicts, group-based anger can be 

communicated in a way to imply that the group was either angry in the past, or 

still angry in the present. Because the relational function of anger operates in the 

present, we expect that when group-based anger about past events is 

communicated as still being experienced in the present (which we refer to as 

‘contemporizing’), it has the potential to transform anger about the past into a 

powerful plea for reconciliation in the present. However, not ‘contemporizing’ 
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the conflict in this way should make the relational function cease to exist. 

  This focus on history-laden intergroup conflicts and past events further 

enables us to contrast the positive relational function of the communication of 

anger with the negative relational function of the communication of contempt. 

Indeed, long-standing conflicts are more likely to give rise to contempt rather 

than anger (Fischer & Roseman, 2007) and its communication is thought to 

serve to avoid or discontinue the relationship altogether (Fischer & Roseman, 

2007). This may certainly be the case when ‘contemporizing’ the conflict in this 

way, but this negative effect may cease to exist when group-based contempt is 

communicated with reference to the past. Against this backdrop, we examined in 

two experiments when the positive relational function of group-based anger 

operates and where it ceases to exist; moreover, we contrasted this with the 

communication of contempt, which we expected to operate in opposite ways.  

Communicating Group-based Anger about Past Events 

Research on the role of the communication of group-based anger in 

intergroup conflict focused on anger about current events in often short-term 

conflicts (De Vos et al., 2013, 2015a). In this research, the communication of 

group-based anger has been found to have a positive relational function 

(meaning it de-escalated conflict through increasing empathy for the outgroup), 

compared to the communication of contempt, which may actually escalate 

conflict because of its negative relational function (De Vos et al., 2013, Chapter 

2). More specifically, these studies showed that individuals from an advantaged 

group responded with stronger empathy for a disadvantaged group that 

communicated anger (versus the communication of contempt) about a present 

event, which in turn predicted stronger constructive conflict intentions among 

them. These findings fit the notions of opposite relational functions of anger and 

contempt. Anger is thought to signal a desire to maintain a long-term 

relationship when that relationship is at stake, whereas contempt is thought to 

signal a desire to dissolve the relationship altogether (Fischer & Roseman, 
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2007). These opposite functions operate in the present and are triggered, as the 

above studies suggest, by present events. 

  However, many real-life conflicts are of a long-term nature, whereby one 

or more pivotal events in its history can be identified as enduring bases of 

intergroup conflict (Fisher, 2000). The conflict that ensues can take new forms 

and change meaning, but the reason why it often persists over time, is because 

the original conflictual events have not been resolved yet  (Fisher, 2000). 

Consequently, in long-term conflicts the communication of anger is often about 

past events, despite the fact that the conflict is still very much alive in the 

present. For instance, Dutch colonial history suggests a number of past events 

that current Dutch individuals still feel guilty about (Doosje, Branscombe, 

Spears, & Manstead, 1998) and can thus be ‘contemporized’. This suggests hope 

and scope for improving the relevant intergroup relationship. 

  Indeed, we suggest that the relational function of the communication of 

group-based anger can operate when focused on past events in long-standing 

conflicts, but only when group members communicate it to mean that they still 

feel angry. Specifically, when they communicate group-based anger about a past 

event, they can communicate it as anger that was felt in the past (e.g., we were 

angry) or as anger that is still felt in the present (e.g., we are angry). If the 

positive relational function only operates in the present, then these subtle 

differences in framing may have a strong impact on whether the communication 

of group-based anger has any positive effects. Indeed, the relational function of 

anger emphasizes the importance of maintaining the relationship at stake while 

asking the outgroup to make amends. This means that individuals should 

respond to an outgroup communication of anger about past events with empathy 

and constructive conflict intentions, as long as it is clear that the anger is still felt 

in the present. However, when it is clear that the anger is no longer felt, its 

positive relational function should no longer be able to operate and thus cease to 

produce its positive effects (and might even result in indifference). 
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Communicating Group-based Contempt about Past Events 

  The relational function of contempt is opposite to that of anger, meaning 

that communicating contempt about past events in the present signals that the 

group wants to dissolve the relationship right here, right now (De Vos et al., 

2013, Chapter 2). Needless to say, we do not expect this signal to lead to 

increased empathy for the outgroup and increased constructive conflict 

intentions – rather, communicating contempt about past events in the present 

should only affirm and potentially even increase conflict (Fischer & Roseman, 

2007). For instance, this may apply particularly to long-standing conflicts where 

initial anger may have turned into contempt over time (e.g., Fischer & Roseman, 

2007; see also: Halperin et al., 2011). Following this line of thought, the 

communication of contempt may indeed be so negative at any time that it does 

not matter whether it is communicated as being felt in the past or in the present. 

Nevertheless, and in line with the notion of opposite relational functions of 

anger and contempt, we also entertained the possibility that communicating 

contempt in the past (e.g., we felt contempt at the time) may signal to let 

‘bygones be bygones’, that things (and times) have changed, and that, currently, 

contempt is no longer felt. This would imply that communicating contempt in 

the past (i.e., not ‘contemporizing’ the conflict in this way) signals the offering 

of a second chance to the other group. It follows that individuals should respond 

to an outgroup communication of contempt about past events with higher 

empathy and constructive conflict intentions, as long as it is clear that the 

contempt was only felt in the past. Thus, when it is clear that contempt is no 

longer felt, its negative relational function should no longer be able to operate 

and thus cease to produce its negative effects. 

Hypotheses and the Current Research 

In line with the opposite relational functions of anger and contempt, we 

hypothesized that (1) the communication of group-based anger increases 

outgroup empathy and constructive conflict intentions when communicated as 
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present rather than past anger; and that (2) the communication of group-based 

contempt increases outgroup empathy and constructive conflict intentions when 

communicated as past rather than present contempt. 

We tested our hypotheses in two experiments. Both experiments used the 

same long-standing intergroup conflict in which a pivotal past event was made 

salient. Within this context, we assessed the effects of the disadvantaged group’s 

communication of past or present anger or contempt on measures of outgroup 

empathy and constructive conflict intentions. Experiment 1 provided a 

straightforward test of our hypotheses by manipulating the communication of 

group-based anger and contempt, framed as felt in the present or in the past. 

Experiment 2 built on Experiment 1 by zooming in onto the psychological 

process involved. 

Experiment 1 

Method 

Participants were 83 Dutch psychology students (69 women; Mage = 20.83; 

SD = 1.93) who participated for course credit. Participants were randomly 

assigned to one of four conditions within a 2 (Emotion: anger vs. contempt) X 2 

(Framing: present vs. past) between-subjects design. 

Participants were told that the study was about the conflict between 

Moluccans residing in the Netherlands and the Dutch government. Prior to 

reading a (fictitious) newspaper article that contained the manipulations, 

participants were given some actual background information on the context of 

the Moluccan-Dutch conflict. They read that in 1951 over 12,500 South-

Moluccans were transported to the Netherlands for what was to be a temporary 

stay. The Dutch government had made them a promise to help them establish 

their own Republic of South Maluku, separate from Indonesia. However, that 

promise was never kept, and Moluccans were forced to live under abysmal 

living conditions, often residing in former concentration camps in the 

Netherlands. After waiting for 25 years, a new generation refused to sit by idly 
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and took matters into their own hand. Within the time frame of two years, 

Moluccans had hijacked two trains, which resulted in the death of a total of 

eleven people, among which seven hostage takers. 

Following this introduction, participants read a fictitious newspaper article 

about an upcoming Moluccan commemoration for the Moluccans that gave their 

life for what they considered a valiant cause. The article read that a recent 

survey showed that a majority (71%) of the Dutch population felt that the Dutch 

government had done enough to help the Moluccans establish their own state 

and that the Moluccan hijackings were unjustifiable and inexcusable and a 

commemoration of this kind was inappropriate. The Moluccan community, on 

the other hand, broadly (92%) supported the commemoration and a majority 

indicated that feelings of contempt (or anger) play a role in their feelings 

towards the Dutch government. The communicated emotion (anger vs. 

contempt) as well as the tense in which it was presented (e.g., are angry vs. were 

angry) was manipulated in the title of the article, the introductory paragraph, and 

in the final paragraph in which a Moluccan inhabitant (Martin Sahuleka) 

responded on behalf of his group (“Right now we are very angry with the Dutch 

government for their reluctance to follow through on their promise.” [Present 

Anger] / “In the past we were very angry with the Dutch government for their 

reluctance to follow through on their promise.” [Past Anger] / “Right now we 

have a lot of contempt for the Dutch government for their reluctance to follow 

through on their promise.” [Present Contempt] / “In the past we had a lot of 

contempt for the Dutch government for their reluctance to follow through on 

their promise.” [Past Contempt]). We thus manipulated both the type of emotion 

present and the tense in which it was communicated alongside each other. 

After reading the article, participants had to fill out a questionnaire. All 

variables in both experiments, unless otherwise specified, were measured on 7-

point Likert-type scales (1 = absolutely not, 7 = very much). For the 

manipulation check of the communicated emotion we asked participants, using a 
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dichotomous item, which of the two emotions had been communicated in the 

article. For the manipulation check of tense, we asked them, using a 

dichotomous item, whether the communicated emotion referred to how 

Moluccans felt in the past or to how they felt right now. 

Empathy for the outgroup communicating the emotion was measured with 

four items (α = .81), two of which were related to aspects of perspective taking 

(“I could imagine well how Moluccans such as Martin Sahuleka must have felt”, 

and “I found it easy to take the perspective of Moluccans such as Martin 

Sahuleka”), while the other two were related to affective empathy (“I 

empathized with Moluccans such as Martin Sahuleka”, and (“I could not help 

but feel sympathy with Moluccans such as Martin Sahuleka”). 

Additionally, constructive conflict intentions were measured with 8 items 

(α = .86). Originally, two subscales consisting of four items each were devised, 

one of which measured a general tendency to move toward (based on a scale by 

Horney, 1945; e.g., “To what extent would you, as a native Dutch person, want 

to help Moluccan people like Martin Sahuleka by trying to find a solution for the 

conflict?”), and one measured specific action tendencies  (“To what extent 

would you, as a native Dutch person, want to help Moluccan people like Martin 

Sahuleka by signing a petition against their unfair treatment?”). Because results 

on both separate subscales revealed a highly consistent pattern across all 

experiments, and because the two subscales also correlated strongly (r = .59, p < 

.001), we decided to collapse all items into one scale measuring constructive 

conflict intentions for all subsequent analyses.
1
 

Finally, we included two scales that were related to participants’ perception 

of the current conflict. These scales served as measures for whether past 

                                                           
1
 In addition to a constructive conflict intentions scale we included a destructive conflict intentions 

scale in both the first and second experiment which has also been used in prior research (De Vos et al., 

2013) and consisted of items related to tendencies of moving away, moving towards, moving against, 

and inaction. Analyses on this scale however failed to yield any significant effects. We argue that this 

is due to the conflict context in which it is quite obvious that Moluccans deserve some kind of 

compensation and any kind of destructive conflict intentions would be deemed quite inappropriate. 

See the general discussion for a further discussion on this finding. 
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conflicts were perceived as still present and needing to be resolved, based on the 

emotion communicated. The first scale, possibility of conflict resolution, 

consisted of two items (r = .70, p < .001) that measured participant’s perceived 

possibility of a conflict resolution (“To what extent do you think the present 

conflict is resolvable?” and “To what extent do you think it is possible for the 

conflict to end right now?”). The second scale measured participants’ need for a 

government apology and consisted of 6 items (e.g., “The Dutch government has 

to apologize to Moluccans for not following through on their promise”, “The 

Dutch government has to officially acknowledge not having done enough to 

keep their promise”; α = .93). 

Results 

Manipulation checks. The results showed that all participants in the anger 

conditions correctly indicated that anger was communicated, while in the 

contempt conditions all but two people correctly indicated that contempt was 

communicated. Moreover, in the present framing condition, all but two 

participants indicated the correct tense, while in the past framing condition all 

participants indicated the correct tense. The four errors were made by three 

participants who were dropped from further analysis, which were subsequently 

conducted over the remaining 80 participants.
2
 

Empathy. In line with anger and contempt’s relational functions, a 2x2 

ANOVA showed the predicted significant two-way interaction effect, F(1, 76) = 

4.27, p = .042, ηp
2
 = .05 (see Figure 1). The pattern of results is consistent with 

our hypothesis that the communication of group-based anger leads to stronger 

empathy when communicated as present anger rather than past anger, whereas 

contempt leads to stronger empathy when it is framed as past contempt rather 

than as present contempt (although the respective simple main effects were non-

significant, with p-values of 0.12 and 0.18, respectively). 

                                                           
2
 For both experiments, analyses were also conducted while still including the people who failed to 

answer the manipulation checks correctly (three in the first experiment, six in the second) and their 

exclusion did not significantly alter the results of the experiments. 
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Figure 1. Means and standard errors of empathy towards Moluccans as a function of type of 

emotion and tense in which it is communicated, Experiment 1. 

 

Looking at the interaction pattern in a different way, results replicated 

previous research (De Vos et al., 2015; see Chapter 3) in the form of a 

marginally significant simple main effect showing that stronger empathy was 

felt after present anger (M = 4.11, SD = 1.08) rather than present contempt (M = 

3.49, SD = 1.15), F(1, 76) = 3.12, p = .081. The pattern of past anger (M = 3.59, 

SD = 1.24) versus present contempt (M = 4.00, SD = 0.94) appeared to go in the 

opposite direction, yet proved to be non-significant, F(1, 76) = 1.34, p = .251. 

Constructive conflict intentions. As predicted, a 2x2 ANOVA on 

constructive conflict intentions revealed the predicted significant two-way 

interaction effect, F(1, 76) = 8.12, p = .006, ηp
2
 = .10 (see Figure 2). A simple 

main effects analysis showed that anger resulted in significantly stronger 

constructive conflict intentions when communicated as present anger (M = 4.42, 

SD = 1.03) rather than past anger (M = 3.77, SD = 1.21), F(1, 76) = 4.33, p = 

0.041).  
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Figure 2. Means and standard errors of constructive conflict intentions towards Moluccans as 

a function of type of emotion and tense in which it is communicated, Experiment 1. 

 

This supports the idea that the communication of anger about a past event is 

more effective in de-escalating conflict when it is communicated as being 

experienced in the present. Furthermore, contempt resulted in marginally 

significantly stronger constructive conflict intentions when communicated as 

past contempt (M = 4.49, SD = 0.92) rather than present contempt (M = 3.79, SD 

= 0.94), F(1, 76) = 3.85, p = 0.053. If anything, this supports the idea that the 

communication of contempt about a past event may be more effective in de-

escalating conflict when it is communicated as being experienced in the past.  

Looking differently at the interaction pattern, the simple main effects for 

constructive conflict intentions provided a further replication of prior research 

(De Vos et al., 2013; see Chapter 2) in showing that present anger resulted in 

marginally stronger constructive conflict intentions (M = 4.42, SD = 1.03) than 

when present contempt was communicated (M = 3.79, SD = 0.94), F(1, 76) = 

3.58, p = 0.062. In addition, results revealed that past anger resulted in 
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significantly weaker constructive conflict intentions (M = 3.77, SD = 1.21) than 

past contempt (M = 4.49, SD = 0.92), F(1, 76) = 4.56, p = 0.036).  

Mediation Analyses. Given the two generally similar interaction patterns 

on the empathy and intentions variables, we tested whether the pattern on 

empathy explained the pattern on intentions (De Vos et al., 2013). Results 

showed, first, that the two-way interaction predicted constructive conflict 

intentions (β = .51, p = .006) and empathy (β = 38, p = .042). Second, empathy 

significantly predicted constructive conflict intentions (β = .45, p < .001) above 

and beyond the interaction effect (which was reduced to: β = .34, p = .042). A 

bootstrapping macro for mediated moderation (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was 

used to test the significance of the indirect path. Confirming the above results, 

bootstrapping 5,000 samples at a 95%, a confidence interval showed that the 

indirect effect of empathy was significant (95% CI [0.067, 1.000]. In line with 

our conceptualization of the relational functions of anger and contempt, empathy 

partially mediated the positive effects of present anger (vs. past anger) and past 

contempt (vs. present contempt) on constructive conflict intentions.
 
 

Conflict Perception. We conducted additional analyses on the two scales 

measuring how participants perceived the severity of the conflict. The possibility 

of conflict resolution scale using a 2x2 ANOVA yielded a significant two-way 

interaction effect, F(1, 76) = 4.08, p = 0.047, ηp
2
 = .05. The overall pattern 

mirrored that of empathy and constructive conflict intentions with present anger 

and past contempt leading to a higher perception of the possibility of conflict 

resolution than past anger and present contempt, respectively. However, simple 

main effects revealed, if anything, rough trends in that direction for both anger 

(F(1, 76) = 1.70, p = 0.196) and contempt (F(1, 76) = 2.38, p = .127). 

Furthermore, analyses on the need for government apology scale using a 2x2 

ANOVA also yielded a significant two-way interaction effect, F(1, 76) = 6.63, p 

= .012, ηp
2
 = .08. Simple main effect analyses again revealed a similar pattern in 

showing that the communication of group-based anger resulted in significantly 
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higher need for government apology when communicated as present anger (M = 

4.73, SD = 1.53) rather than past anger (M = 3.91, SD = 1.26), F(1, 76) = 4.35, p 

= 0.040. On the other hand, for contempt there was a trend towards a higher 

need for government apology when past contempt (M = 4.64, SD = 1.14) rather 

than present contempt (M = 3.89, SD = 1.39) was communicated, F(1, 76) = 

2.53, p = 0.116. These results complement the main findings of this experiment 

by showing that the communication of anger and contempt and the tense in 

which it was communicated not only affected the targets’ empathy and 

subsequent constructive conflict behavior, but also their perception of the 

conflict as a whole: Whether they perceived it to have been resolved or to have 

continued until this day. 

Discussion 

The current findings extend prior research by showing that the 

communication of group-based anger in the context of conflicts with a history 

also has the potential to de-escalate conflicts based in past events. Indeed, our 

findings suggest that the communication of anger has positive effects on 

empathy and constructive conflict intentions when the anger is about past events 

– provided that it is clear that the group still feels anger about it in the present 

(i.e., ‘contemporized’). Furthermore, and in line with the opposite relational 

functions of anger and contempt, results showed the opposite pattern for the 

communication of contempt. Finally, mediation analyses suggested that our 

findings were in line with the theoretical account in which empathy mediates the 

effect of the positive (versus negative) effects of the communication of anger 

(versus contempt) on constructive conflict intentions. 

We note that although the key results were significant (for intentions) or 

close to conventional levels of significance (for empathy) at the level of the two-

way interaction, unfortunately results failed to achieve significance at the level 

of the more specific simple main effects. Although this could be due to the study 

being somewhat underpowered, there is also a theoretical reason for why the 
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Experiment 1 results were not ideal. That is, whereas the communication of 

present anger and contempt is clear about how the group feels about the past 

event in the present, the communication of past anger and contempt is less clear 

about how the group feels about it in the here and now. We therefore wanted to 

clarify this in Experiment 2 by zooming in onto the psychological process that 

occurs in the past anger and past contempt conditions. 

We did so in two ways. First, we added four conditions to our experimental 

design in which we explicitly mentioned whether or not anger or contempt about 

a past event was still experienced in the present. This constitutes a 2 (Emotion: 

anger vs. contempt) X 3 (Framing: past vs. past but not present vs. past and 

present) between-subjects design. Following our line of reasoning, we 

hypothesized that the communication of group-based anger or contempt in the 

past tense would be interpreted as emotions experienced in the past but no 

longer in the present and thus would mirror findings in the past-but-not-present 

condition; however, this should not be the case for the past-and-present 

condition. We decided to use the same intergroup context in order to enable a 

strict comparison with Experiment 1. 

Second, we included new measures aimed at key aspects of the opposite 

relational functions of anger and contempt. We included measures of to what 

extent participants perceived the outgroup communicating anger or contempt to 

1) have the desire to improve the intergroup relationship, 2) have trust in the 

maintenance of a future positive intergroup relationship, and 3) actually would 

engage in behavior aimed at improving the relationship. We expected the results 

on those measures to match our predictions for the empathy and conflict 

intention measures. 

Experiment 2 

Method 

Participants were 100 Dutch psychology students (75 women; Mage = 20.31; 

SD = 2.36) who participated for course credit. Participants were randomly 
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assigned to one of six conditions within a 2 (Emotion: anger vs. contempt) X 3 

(Framing: past vs. past-but-not-present vs. past-and-present) between-subjects 

design. 

Participants read the same introduction to the conflict and (apart from the 

change in manipulations) the same fictitious newspaper article as in Experiment 

1. As in Experiment 1, manipulation of emotion (anger vs. contempt) and 

framing (past vs. past but not anymore vs. past and still to this day) occurred in 

the title of the article, the introductory paragraph, and in the final paragraph in 

which a Moluccan inhabitant (Martin Sahuleka) responded on behalf of his 

group (“In the past we were very angry with/ had a lot of contempt for the Dutch 

government for their reluctance to follow through on their promise.” [Past 

Anger/ Past Contempt] / “In the past, but not anymore, we were very angry with/ 

had a lot of contempt for the Dutch government for their reluctance to follow 

through on their promise.” [Past but not present Anger/ past but not present 

contempt] / “In the past, and still to this day, we were very angry with/ had a lot 

of contempt for the Dutch government for their reluctance to follow through on 

their promise.” [Past and present Anger/ past and present contempt] We thus 

manipulated both the type of emotion present and the specific tense in which it 

was communicated (or absence thereof) alongside each other. 

As in Experiment 1, for the manipulation check of the communicated 

emotion we asked participants, using a dichotomous item, which of the two 

emotions had been communicated in the article. For the framing manipulation 

check, participants indicated if and how the article had framed the 

communicated emotion by choosing one of three options (past tense, past but 

not anymore, or still today). Constructive conflict intentions were again 

measured with the same 8 items collapsed into one scale (α = .83), empathy was 

again measured with four items (α = .86), and we again measured participants’ 

need for a government apology which consisted of the same 6 items (α = .96). 
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We added several measures to try to tap more closely into the relational 

functions of anger and contempt. The three scales asked participants about their 

perception of how Moluccans’ viewed the intergroup relationship. This 

perception of Moluccans’ view of the relationship was measured as 1) their 

desire to improve the relationship, 2) their trust in attaining a positive future 

intergroup relationship, and 3) their approach intentions with the aim of directly 

improving the intergroup relationship. The scale measuring participants’ 

perception of Moluccans’ desire to improve the relationship was measured with 

3 items (e.g., “To what extent do you think Moluccans would like to improve 

the relationship?”; α = .81). The scale measuring participants’ perception of 

Moluccans’ trust in a positive future intergroup relationship consisted of 4 items 

(e.g., “To what extent do you think Moluccans look toward the future 

relationship with hope?”; α = .79). And finally, a scale measuring participants’ 

perception of Moluccans’ approach intentions consisted of 3 items (e.g., “To 

what extent do you think Moluccans seek out positive contact with native Dutch 

people?; α = .83). As the three factors correlated strongly (rs = .32, .47, and .50, 

ps < .001), we decided to collapse all items into one scale measuring perceived 

Moluccans’ relationship importance (α = .85).
3
 

Results 

Manipulation checks. All of the participants in the anger conditions 

correctly indicated that anger was communicated, whereas in the contempt 

conditions all but three people correctly indicated that contempt was 

communicated. Moreover, in the framing conditions, a total of six participants, 

spread out over the three conditions, failed to indicate the correct framing that 

was given to the emotion. The nine errors were made by six people who were 

dropped from further analysis, which were subsequently conducted over the 

remaining 94 participants.
2 

                                                           
3
 We additionally conducted separate analyses for each of the three perceived Moluccans’ relationship 

importance scales. Results revealed a highly consistent pattern of results across the scales, further 

justifying our decision to collapse them into one single scale. 
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Empathy. In line with anger and contempt’s relational functions, a 2x3 

ANOVA showed the predicted significant two-way interaction effect, F(2, 88) = 

6.33, p = .003, ηp
2
 = .13. As can be seen in Figure 3, the pattern in the past anger 

condition is similar to the pattern of past-but-not-present anger, suggesting that 

past anger is indeed interpreted as anger that is no longer experienced in the 

present.  

 

 

Figure 3. Means and standard errors of empathy towards Moluccans as a function of type of 

emotion and framing of the emotion tense, Experiment 2. 

 

A planned contrast analysis (contrasting past anger & past-but-not-present anger 

with past-and-present anger) showed that anger resulted in significantly weaker 

empathy when communicated as either past anger (M = 3.35, SD = 1.19), or 

past-but-not-present anger (M = 3.60, SD = 0.88) rather than when 

communicated as past-and-present anger (M = 4.25, SD = 0.91), F(1, 88) = 6.65, 

p = 0.012. Thus, the communication of group-based anger about past events can 

still benefit from its relational function as long as it is made clear that the anger 

is still experienced in the present (i.e., it needs to be ‘contemporized’). 
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Furthermore, the pattern in the past contempt condition is similar to the 

patterns of past-but-not-present contempt, suggesting that past contempt is 

interpreted as contempt which is no longer experienced in the present. A 

planned contrast analysis showed that contempt resulted in significantly stronger 

empathy when communicated as either past contempt (M = 4.36, SD = 1.00), or 

past-but-not-present contempt (M = 4.33, SD = 0.97) rather than when 

communicated as past-and-present contempt (M = 3.59, SD = 0.90), F(1, 88) = 

5.78, p = 0.018. This implies that the communication of past anger and past 

contempt, without further explication, are typically interpreted as being no 

longer experienced in the present. For anger, this means something negative for 

the intergroup relationship because it implies that its positive relational function 

can no longer operate; yet for contempt, it actually suggests something positive 

because its negative relational function can no longer operate. 

To further test this notion, we compared the effectiveness of anger and 

contempt for each of the framings of past anger. In the past emotion conditions, 

simple main effects analyses showed that less empathy was felt for Moluccans 

when they communicated past anger (M = 3.35, SD = 1.19) rather than past 

contempt (M = 4.36, SD = 1.00), F(1, 88) = 8.22, p = .005. Furthermore, we 

found a similar pattern in the past but not present emotion conditions, where 

simple main effects analyses showed that less empathy was felt for Moluccans 

when they communicated past but not present contempt (M = 3.60, SD = 0.88) 

rather than past but not present anger (M = 4.33, SD = 0.97), F(1, 88) = 4.52, p = 

.036. To the contrary, results in the past and present emotion conditions showed 

a reversed, but marginally significant pattern: Participants tended to feel more 

empathy for Moluccans when they communicated past and present anger (M = 

4.25, SD = 0.91) rather than past and present contempt (M = 3.59, SD = 0.90), 

F(1, 88) = 3.40, p = .069. These findings suggest that, when an outgroup 

communicates emotions felt solely in the past, communicating group-based 

contempt may paradoxically be more effective in increasing empathy than 
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communicating group-based anger. For the communication of those emotions 

felt in the here and now, the reverse seems true. 

Constructive conflict intentions. Similar to the empathy pattern of 

findings, a 2x3 ANOVA on constructive conflict intentions showed the 

predicted significant two-way interaction effect, F(2, 88) = 4.92, p = .009, ηp
2
 = 

.10. Figure 4 reveals that the pattern for past anger is highly similar to the 

pattern of past-but-not-present anger, suggesting that past anger is interpreted as 

anger that is no longer experienced in the present.  

 

 

Figure 4. Means and standard errors of constructive conflict intentions as a function of type of 

emotion and framing (or absence thereof) of the emotion tense, Experiment 2. 

 

A planned contrast analysis showing that anger resulted in significantly weaker 

constructive conflict intentions when communicated as either past anger (M = 

3.80, SD = 1.24), or past-but-not-present anger (M = 3.76, SD = 1.32) rather than 

when communicated as past-and-present anger (M = 4.42, SD = 0.99), F(1, 88) 

= 4.22, p = 0.043. The pattern for past contempt shows a strong similarity 
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between the patterns of past contempt and past-but-not-present contempt, 

suggesting that past contempt is typically interpreted as contempt that is no 

longer being experienced in the present. Again, this is corroborated by a planned 

contrast analysis showing that contempt resulted in stronger constructive 

conflict intentions when communicated as either past contempt (M = 4.58, SD = 

0.72), or past-but-not-present contempt (M = 4.67, SD = 0.72) rather than when 

communicated as past-and-present contempt (M = 3.86, SD = 0.99), F(1, 88) = 

5.56, p = 0.021. 

Moreover, replicating Experiment 1, simple main effects analyses showed 

less constructive conflict intentions toward Moluccans when they communicated 

past anger (M = 3.80, SD = 1.24) rather than past contempt (M = 4.58, SD = 

0.72), F (1, 88) = 4.54, p = 0.036. We found a similar pattern in the past but not 

present emotion conditions, where simple main effects analyses showed less 

constructive conflict intentions toward Moluccans when they communicated 

past but not present anger (M = 3.76, SD = 1.32) rather than past but not present 

contempt (M = 4.67, SD = 0.72), F (1, 88) = 6.56, p = 0.012. However, when an 

emotion was communicated as both past and present, the pattern was reversed, 

but turned non-significant, as participants tended to report more constructive 

conflict intentions when the outgroup communicated past and present anger (M 

= 4.42, SD = 0.99) rather than past and present contempt (M = 3.86, SD = 0.95), 

F(1, 88) = 2.30, p = 0.133. The similarity in patterns supports our hypothesis 

that past anger is interpreted as past but not present anger. The resulting lower 

constructive conflict intentions – combined with a trend towards more 

constructive conflict intentions when communicated as past and present anger – 

suggests that anger needs to be ‘contemporized’ in order for it to have positive 

effects. 

Perceived Moluccans’ Relationship Importance. A 2x3 ANOVA 

showed a significant two-way interaction effect, F(2, 88) = 13.31, p < .001, ηp
2
 

= .23 (see Figure 5).   
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Figure 5. Means and standard errors of perceived Moluccans’ relationship importance as a 

function of type of emotion and framing of the emotion tense, Experiment 2. 

 

Similar to the effects on empathy and constructive conflict intentions, a planned 

contrast analysis showed that anger resulted in significantly lower perceived 

relationship importance when communicated as either past anger (M = 4.22, SD 

= 0.71), or past-but-not-present anger (M = 4.49, SD = 0.71) rather than when 

communicated as past-and-present anger (M = 4.94, SD = 0.68), F(1, 88) = 8.64, 

p = 0.004. The results for contempt were again reversed, with a planned contrast 

analysis showing that contempt resulted in significantly higher perceived 

relationship importance when communicated as either past contempt (M = 4.78, 

SD = 0.48), or past-but-not-present contempt (M = 5.06, SD = 0.64) rather than 

when communicated as past-and-present contempt (M = 4.01, SD = 0.68), F(1, 

88) = 18.73, p < 0.001. 

Further in line with findings on empathy and constructive conflict 

intentions, simple main effects analyses showed less perceived relationship 

importance of Moluccans when they communicated past anger (M = 4.22, SD = 
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0.71) rather than past contempt (M = 4.78, SD = 0.48), F (1, 88) = 5.69, p = 

0.019. Moreover, we found a similar pattern in the past but not present emotion 

conditions, where simple main effects analyses showed less perceived 

relationship importance of Moluccans when they communicated past but not 

present anger (M = 4.49, SD = 0.71) rather than past but not present contempt 

(M = 5.06, SD = 0.64), F (1, 88) = 6.20, p = 0.015. However, when an emotion 

was communicated as both past and present, the pattern was reversed, as 

participants report more perceived relationship importance of Moluccans when 

the outgroup communicated past and present anger (M = 4.94, SD = 0.68) rather 

than past and present contempt (M = 4.01, SD = 0.68), F(1, 88) = 15.16, p < 

0.001. Thus, participants perceived the communication of past contempt (and 

past but not present contempt as implying that the Moluccans deemed the 

relationship as more important than when past anger or past but not present 

anger was expressed.. On the contrary, when anger was said to have persisted 

until now, the relationship was valued as more important  than when contempt 

was still present. These findings are in line with the proposed opposite relational 

functions of anger and contempt. 

Mediation Analysis. We conducted mediation analyses to test whether the 

negative effects of the past but not present anger condition as compared to the 

past and present anger condition (and the reverse for contempt) on constructive 

conflict intentions was due to reduced empathy for Moluccans. This analysis 

thus did not include the past emotion condition (absent framing) because the 

other two are more informative about the process as they explicitly qualify the 

emotions’ meanings (not present vs. still present). Results showed, first, that the 

two-way interaction predicted constructive conflict intentions (β = -.58, p = 

.006) and empathy (β = -.61, p = .004). Second, empathy significantly predicted 

constructive conflict intentions (β = .37, p = .004) above and beyond the 

interaction effect (which turned non-significant: β =  -36, p = .087). A 

bootstrapping macro for mediated moderation (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was 
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used to test the significance of the indirect path. Confirming the above results, 

bootstrapping 5,000 samples at a 95%, a confidence interval showed that the 

indirect effect of empathy was significant (95% CI [-1.226, -0.157]. Empathy 

thus fully mediated the positive effects of past and present anger (vs. past not 

present anger) and past not present contempt (vs. past and present contempt) on 

constructive conflict intentions.
4 

Need for Government Apology. Analyses using a 2x3 ANOVA again 

yielded a significant two-way interaction effect, F(2, 88) = 5.46, p = .006, ηp
2
 = 

.18. Planned contrast analyses revealed a trend towards anger resulting in a 

lower need for government apology when communicated as either past anger (M 

= 4.42, SD = 1.80), or past but not present anger (M = 4.53, SD = 1.84) rather 

than when communicated as past and present anger (M = 5.20, SD = 1.41), F(1, 

88) = 2.40, p = 0.125. The results for contempt were again reversed, with 

planned contrast analyses showing that contempt resulted in a significantly 

higher need for government apology when communicated as either past 

contempt (M = 4.78, SD = 1.17), or past not present contempt (M = 4.61, SD = 

1.65) rather than when communicated as past and present contempt (M = 3.20, 

SD = 0.98), F(1, 88) = 9.42, p = 0.003. Again, these findings give further 

support for the reliability of the interaction effect across different 

measurements.
5
 

                                                           
4
 We conducted additional mediation analyses using perceived Moluccans’ relationship importance as 

a mediator for the effects of past and present anger and contempt on both empathy as well as 

constructive conflict intentions. We hypothesized that Moluccans communicating past anger and 

present contempt would indicate that they perceive the relationship as less important than when 

communicating past contempt and present anger which could either reduce their levels of empathy or 

weaken their constructive conflict intentions, or possibly even both. The two-way interactions 

predicted constructive conflict intentions (β = -.58, p = .006), empathy (β = -.61, p = .004), and 

perceived relationship importance (β = -.81, p < .001). As bivariate correlations revealed relationship 

importance to be unrelated to positive conflict intentions (r = .55, p = .67), and only mildly related to 

empathy (r = .30, p = .017), we only conducted mediation analyses over the latter. However, these 

analyses revealed that perceived relationship importance did not significantly predict empathy over 

and above the effects of past and present anger and contempt (β = .18, p = 46), and thus did not prove 

to be a significant mediator. See the general discussion for a further discussion on these findings. 

 
5
 In Experiment 2 in addition to empathy, we included a range of other emotion scales to test whether 

the effect of past and present anger and past (not present) contempt on increasing constructive conflict 
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Discussion 

The results of Experiment 2 are in line with those of Experiment 1 in 

showing that the communication of group-based anger has less positive effects 

on empathy and constructive intentions when framed as past anger, whereas for 

group-based contempt, communicating it as a past felt emotion seems to be 

relatively beneficial. Moreover, in Experiment 2 we found similar results on 

several relational variables suggesting the outgroup’s communication of anger 

and contempt to not only affect participants’ own response (i.e. their empathy 

for the outgroup and their constructive conflict intentions), but also their 

perception of how the outgroup viewed and approached the intergroup 

relationship. Indeed, as hypothesized, we found highly similar patterns on all of 

these measures for past anger and past-but-not-present anger, as well as for past 

contempt and past-but-not-present contempt. This suggests that those on the 

receiving end of the communication of past anger and contempt interpreted them 

as meaning that those emotions were no longer felt today. Because of the 

opposite relational functions of the communication of group-based anger and 

contempt, the absence of those emotions in the present had different 

consequences for their empathy and constructive action tendencies toward the 

outgroup. That is, the communication of group-based anger has less positive 

effects when not ‘contemporized’; but paradoxically the communication of 

group-based contempt, if anything, had more positive effects on empathy, 

conflict intentions, and a number of other relevant variables. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

intentions could be just as well if not better explained by increases or decreases in other emotional 

states. These emotions were participants’ own feelings of guilt, shame, regret as well as anger and 

contempt.in response to the Moluccans’ plight as outlined in the article. Separate analyses using 2x3 

ANOVAs yielded non-significant (main- and) interaction effects across the measured emotions (Fs < 

1.86, ps > .16). Participants experienced similar levels of guilt, shame, regret, anger and contempt. 

Where there did appear to be (albeit non-sigificant) differences, they were in the direction of the main 

effects. This further substantiates the relational function of anger and the special role of empathy 

which seems more finely attuned to differences in anger and contempt communication and as such is 

more strongly related to subsequent behavioral intentions. 
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General Discussion 

Two experiments examined the empathy-inducing effects of the 

communication of group-based anger and contempt about past events, 

depending on their specific temporal framing in the context of history-laden 

intergroup conflicts. Experiment 1 showed that participants reported stronger 

outgroup empathy and constructive conflict intentions when an outgroup 

member communicated presently felt anger or past felt contempt about a past 

event rather than past felt anger or presently felt contempt. Experiment 2 

extended these findings by showing that this is most likely due to participants’ 

interpretation of past anger and past contempt as emotions that are no longer 

experienced in the here and now. For the communication of group-based anger, 

this means that its positive relational function cannot operate when it is not 

‘contemporized’, whereas for the communication of group-based contempt the 

reverse may be true --- which fits nicely with their presumed opposite relational 

functions. With an eye to inducing outgroup empathy, it thus appears that anger 

is best communicated as explicitly experienced in the here and now, whereas 

contempt is best communicated explicitly as an emotion from the past. 

Implications 

The current studies provide support for the relational functions of anger and 

contempt, and more specifically, for their opposite relational functions. As the 

relational function of anger is to challenge but in the long-term maintain and 

improve the relationship, the absence of anger may imply to receivers of anger 

that the conflict needs no further resolution and the relationship is deemed less 

important. On the other hand, as the relational function of contempt is to avoid 

and dissolve the relationship, the perception of contempt dissipating over time 

may offer a renewed opportunity to engage in contact and suggests an improved 

long-term perspective for the relationship. Thus, anger is an emotion that seems 

best communicated when there is ample opportunity for the recipient to engage 

in an act of reconciliation (through ‘contemporizing’ the issue), whereas 
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contempt might be more effective when communicated as a feeling of the past, 

so as to prevent a threat of relationship dissolution. As such, the current findings 

are in line with the notion that emotions can be viewed as communicative and 

relational regulatory 'tools'. 

More specifically, our findings replicate and extend prior research on the 

relational function of group-based anger, which showed how the communication 

of group-based anger (rather than group-based contempt, or the absence of 

emotion) can de-escalate intergroup conflict through increasing outgroup 

empathy (De Vos et al., 2013, 2015a; see Chapters 2 and 3). However, these 

studies did not focus on intergroup conflicts with a history of animosity and thus 

the conflict was necessarily ‘contemporized’. The current experiments add to 

this that even in conflicts which are primarily based in past events, the 

communication of group-based anger can be effective in de-escalating conflict 

as long as it is ‘contemporized’. By contrast, when anger is communicated as 

felt in the past, this may avoid not only the conflict in the present but also any 

change for the better in the future. Communicating present felt anger about past 

events can thus be seen as a way of raising awareness of past injustices that 

might have been forgotten or avoided by bringing them to the fore. 

Furthermore, the current studies shed new light on the relational function of 

group-based contempt. Prior research on contempt suggests it conveys disregard 

for, indifference toward, and social distance from another person or group 

(Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Morris & Keltner, 2000). In fact, contempt has on 

an interpersonal level been shown to be one of the key damaging factors in 

marital interactions (Gottman, 1993), while on an intergroup level, 

communication of contempt signals feelings of ingroup superiority and outgroup 

inferiority and as such have proven to be important in prejudice and racism 

(Izard, 1977), as well as conflict escalation (De Vos et al., 2013, Chapter 2). 

Although in the latter case contempt might provide beneficial outcomes for the 

group conveying the emotion in terms of increased ingroup cohesion and 
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solidarity (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994, Merten, 1997), it certainly does not seem to 

contribute to intergroup harmony. The current studies are the first to show that 

the communication of contempt in the context of intergroup conflict does not 

always have to be a negative affair. Indeed, as contempt signals a lack of care 

and concern for the outgroup when it is communicated as presently felt, 

communicating it as past contempt effectively means that the lack of care and 

concern for the relationship has dissipated over time and suggests there is scope 

again for compassion and empathy. Thus, the communication of the cessation of 

contempt may help to restore intergroup harmony, at least in the history-laden 

intergroup conflicts we have studied. 

Finally, as far as we know the current studies are the first to show different 

relational consequences of group-based emotions as being dependent on the 

temporal context within which they are framed. In line with a view of emotions 

like anger and contempt as having a relational function, it is clear that temporal 

dynamics is an exciting direction for future research in this field of study. This is 

important, not in the least, because of the potential practical importance of 

knowledge about the temporal framing of group-based emotions in the context 

of intergroup conflict. For instance, one need only think of intergroup conflicts 

with a long and troublesome past such as the history of apartheid in South 

Africa, the conflict between Aboriginals and European settlers in Australia, and 

the history of racial discrimination in the United States, to see the relevance of 

our analysis for the psychology of restoring intergroup harmony. 

Indeed, in restoring civil societies disrupted by severe intergroup conflicts, 

one important issue is whether ‘opening old wounds’ implies reviving the 

conflict and its destructive and painful content – something one could argue 

might better be avoided. However, our research hints at the possibility that, first 

and foremost, the communication of group-based emotions such as anger is 

important because they emphasize past misdeeds while inviting the empathy 

required to also heal those old wounds. In communicating one's group-based 
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emotions, the current findings suggest that it is important to communicate 

‘contemporized’ anger, whereas contempt should be explicitly communicated as 

a feeling from the past, if one is after empathy-inducing effects. 

Limitations and directions for future research 

We employed an experimental method using a sample of university 

students (who knew little to nothing about the actual conflict other than what 

they had read in the presented article or in history lessons at school) to test the 

internal validity of our ideas. For this reason, the current work offers pointers 

toward practical strategies to communicate emotion in intergroup conflicts, but 

future research is necessary to test those specifically. It is indeed not 

unreasonable to assume that targets who are fully aware of and/or partially 

responsible for the long-term disadvantage of an outgroup communicating these 

emotions might be less inclined to react so empathically (and be more inclined 

to respond defensively) as the participants in the current studies. Future research 

should test the external validity of our ideas.  

A second limitation of the current studies is that although our predictions 

were supported at the mean level (e.g., stronger empathy in one condition 

relative to another), we found mixed evidence for the underlying psychological 

process (e.g., what mediated the effects). For instance, we hypothesized that the 

communication of group-based anger still felt in the present would positively 

affect relationship importance as experienced by the Moluccan outgroup. 

Although this proved to be the case, contrary to our expectations these 

perceptions were not significantly related to ingroup constructive conflict 

intentions and only modestly to feelings of empathy toward the Moluccan 

outgroup. Future research is needed to more closely investigate the 

psychological mechanisms through which the communication of past felt 

emotions affect ingroup constructive conflict behavior, with a particular focus 

on how relational variables might explain this process. 
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Finally, we note that in the current research we only found effects for 

constructive rather than destructive conflict intentions (see De Vos et al., 2013; 

2015a; Chapters 2 and 3). We believe that this is due to the specific, history-

laden intergroup context we focused on in the current studies. In the 

aforementioned studies, the contexts (e.g., German students complaining about 

discrimination on the Dutch student room market; city dwellers complaining 

about students making too much noise) allowed plenty of scope to communicate 

more destructive tendencies towards the outgroup communicating the anger. In 

the current experiments, however, the conflict has a longer history of intentional 

disregard and disadvantage (which was exactly what we wanted given our 

research questions). Within such a context, we believe that destructive conflict 

intentions were simply less relevant to participants than constructive ones.  

Conclusion 

In two experiments we have shown that the positive, empathy-inducing 

effects of communicating group-based anger in history-laden intergroup conflict 

depend for an important part on the temporal framing of these emotions. In line 

with its relational function, the communication of group-based anger seems 

most beneficial when ‘contemporized’; that is, when communicated as presently 

felt or as felt in the past yet still felt in the present. In line with group-based 

contempt's opposite relational function, this emotion appears best communicated 

as a ghost from the past, no longer felt today. We found this pattern of results 

across different measures, including empathy and constructive conflict 

intentions. These findings hint at the possibility that the communication of 

group-based emotions within long-term intergroup conflicts offer an opportunity 

to put the spotlight on old wounds in order to heal them together. This may 

suggest that disadvantaged group members should not hold back on 

communicating group-based emotions like anger and contempt, but should take 

care to ‘contemporize’ communications of anger, but to chase contempt back to 

the past. 
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General Discussion 

 

Intergroup conflicts often involve and give rise to a range of emotions that 

people experience on behalf of their group. In this dissertation I focused on the 

communication of such group-based emotions and showed that, contrary to 

popular opinion, communicating the typical conflict emotion anger (Allred, 

1999; Halperin et al., 2011) in intergroup conflict does not necessarily affect the 

intergroup relationship in a negative way. On the contrary, I proposed that 

group-based anger in the context of intergroup conflict communicates that the 

other group is part of a valued relationship that one wants to maintain, which, 

under favorable conditions, increases empathy and tendencies toward conflict 

de-escalation in the receiver of this anger (cf. Fischer & Roseman, 2007). This is 

quite a different way of thinking about the communication of emotions than can 

be found in most previous work, which focused mostly on strategic ways of 

expressing individual-level emotions (e.g., Van Kleef, 2009).  For one, it implies 

that emotions such as anger can be viewed as relational tools that can send 

signals to the other party toward intergroup conflict as well as intergroup 

harmony, depending on a number of conditions. 

  Indeed, the key questions that I set out to answer in this dissertation was 

whether and how the communication of group-based anger and group-based 

contempt by one group could (de-)escalate the conflict intentions of members of 

the other group, specifically because I hypothesized that these emotions serve 

opposite relational functions (i.e., communicating anger signals the value of and 

the desire to maintain the relationship whereas contempt signals exactly the 

opposite). I approached these general questions by investigating more concretely 

(a) whether communicating group-based anger has the potential to de-escalate 

intergroup conflict compared to communicating group-based contempt, or 

communicating merely that one feels unfairly treated by the other group 

(Chapter 2 and 4), (b) whether these de-escalating effects are due to group-based 
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anger’s relational functions, as indicated by empathy (Chapter 2, 3 and 4), and 

(c) which contextual factors determine group-based anger’s relative 

effectiveness (Chapter 3 and 4). This systematic approach already highlights that 

I do not view the communication of group-based anger as necessarily nudging 

individuals toward social harmony, but that this function will only be able to 

operate under particular circumstances. 

Overview of Findings 

Across the eight empirical studies reported in this dissertation, I employed 

an experimental approach to enable causal inferences from the findings. I 

thereby made some deliberate choices in the study design to increase 

experimental control, while keeping the contexts ‘real’ and credible for the 

participants (which in most studies were students). In most studies, participants 

were asked to read an ostensibly real newspaper article or conflict situation that 

outlined actual conflicts that participants faced. I specifically chose this way of 

communicating group-based anger and contempt as that is the level at which 

most intergroup communication takes place: The type of contact people have 

with an opposing outgroup is not through interpersonal encounters (Marsden, 

1987; Halualani et al., 2004), but most often through second-hand information 

such as mass media outlining intergroup attitudes and behavior (Hargrave & 

Livingstone, 2009; Postmes et al., 2014). Hence, I chose to realistically recreate 

such contexts across the reported studies. In addition, to facilitate generalization 

across contexts, I used a variety of intergroup contexts outlining conflicts 

ranging from relatively mild annoyances to discriminating attitudes and 

behavior, and structural deprivation.  

Overall, the findings of the dissertation show that the communication of 

group-based anger by a group that feels unfairly treated in a conflict has an 

undiscovered potential to de-escalate conflicts. By contrast, their communication 

of group-based contempt, a “mix” of group-based anger and contempt, or the 

absence of these group-based emotions all seem less effective in de-escalating 
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conflict. Additionally, although less strong the findings across the three 

empirical Chapters suggest that group-based anger’s positive effects are due to 

(i.e., statistically mediated by) increased outgroup empathy, supporting the 

argument that group-based anger’s effectiveness is due to its positive relational 

function. On the other hand, the opposite findings for communicating group-

based contempt fit with anger’s opposite, and thus negative, relational function. 

These key results are in line with our reasoning that the communication of 

group-based anger is effective because it does not merely stress a perceived 

injustice (undesirable treatment by the other group; e.g., Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 

1991; Roseman, 2001; Scherer, 2001; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001), but 

at the same time emphasizes a desire to create or maintain a positive long-term 

intergroup relationship (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). The role of empathy for the 

outgroup is particularly important in this process because it serves as an 

indicator of anger and contempt’s relational functions: On the one hand, anger 

communicates a desire to approach members of the other group (Carver & 

Harmon-Jones, 2009), a request to engage in intergroup negotiation with them 

about the conflict at hand (cf., Van Kleef et al., 2004), and an implicit request 

for the other party to engage in intergroup reconciliation (cf., Fischer & 

Roseman, 2007). An ingroup’s experience of empathy for the outgroup in 

response to their anger, then, may be a signal that one cares about the outgroup’s 

plight and is likely to instigate such positive conflict behavior. On the other 

hand, when members of a group express contempt towards another group, they 

communicate a desire to avoid members of this other group, thereby by-passing 

intergroup negotiations, seemingly focused on dealing with the conflict by 

avoiding it and terminating the relationship with the other group altogether.  

The importance of empathy for the outgroup in the present dissertation is 

reminiscent of research on the contact hypothesis, where empathy has been 

found to be one of the driving forces of contact’s positive effects on intergroup 

prejudice reduction (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). I agree with previous research in 
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arguing that, in intergroup conflicts, increasing empathy felt for the outgroup 

might be an important first way to provide the scope for more positive future 

intergroup relations (Batson, 1991; Stephan, 2008). However, I would also argue 

that the communication of anger might be an important aspect of such contact 

because it represents a way by which we can invite others to empathize with us. 

Indeed, ultimately it is not mere contact between groups in conflict that will lead 

to improved intergroup relations, but the content of that contact, of which 

emotional communication may be an important and understudied part. 

Nevertheless, it should be clear that my dissertation also shows that the 

communication of group-based anger has clear boundary conditions and thus 

that particular conditions are required for or conducive to positive effects of 

anger occur. First of all, the results of Chapter 2 showed that the communication 

of group-based anger only had empathy-inducing effects that de-escalated 

conflict when it was communicated as ‘pure’ anger (i.e., devoid of contempt). 

Moreover, the results of Chapter 3 showed that perceptions of treatment 

legitimacy and outgroup consensus concerning the communicated anger 

determine, in part, its effectiveness in de-escalating intergroup conflict. More 

specifically, I found that the communication of group-based anger was least 

effective in increasing empathy when the anger was not accompanied by a 

legitimate claim and sufficient group consensus. These findings mirror previous 

research showing that anger might only be effective when it is deemed 

appropriate given the context in which it is communicated (Van Kleef & Côté, 

2007), and at the same time extend them by testing them in the context of 

intergroup conflict. Specifically, the Chapter 3 findings acknowledge this in at 

least two ways. First, it is important for the ingroup to perceive the 

communicated anger as following from an illegitimate treatment of the other 

group by one’s own group. If this is not the case, anger could be perceived as 

inappropriate and the result is a decrease in empathizing with the outgroup and 

possibly more destructive conflict behavior (see also Lickel et al., 2006). 
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Second, if the anger is communicated at an individual level, whereas the conflict 

is on an intergroup level, anger might be ineffective in evoking empathy at the 

group level (see Smith, Seger & Mackie, 2007).  

Indicating the presence of further important boundary conditions, the 

results of Chapter 4 revealed that the communication of anger might not be 

effective when communicated as past (rather than present) felt anger in the 

context of intergroup conflicts with a history. These findings provided a direct 

test for anger and contempt’s opposite relational functions and showed that in 

contexts where anger is most effective, contempt is not; and vice versa. This is 

in line with our reasoning that anger is best communicated when the target has 

the ability to do something about it straight away (i.e., present anger) as it is a 

request for reconciliation and a desire to improve the relationship. When 

communicated as felt in the past, group-based anger is interpreted as no longer 

experienced in the here and now and thus no further need to engage in positive 

conflict behavior in order to improve the relationship between the two groups. 

Group-based contempt, on the other hand, communicates a desire to avoid and 

discontinue the relationship altogether. Unsurprisingly, communicating 

presently felt contempt does not invite empathy and conflict de-escalation. 

However, when communicated as contempt felt in the past, contempt is 

interpreted as no longer present and thus as a ghost from the past. As a result, 

the desire to disengage is no longer present, which paradoxically provides the 

target with a renewed opportunity to improve the relationship. Thus, the overall 

picture of studies and findings in this thesis is not one in which the 

communication of group-based anger always increases empathy and 

constructive conflict intentions and the communication of group-based contempt 

always does the opposite --- it also identifies clear boundary conditions for this 

effect. I discuss the implications of my findings and approach below, followed 

by a discussion of limitations and directions for future research. 
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Implications 

Throughout my dissertation I focused on the relational functions of 

communicating group-based anger and contempt in intergroup conflict. I took as 

a starting point the interpersonal analysis of anger and contempt, which 

suggested these emotions convey information about the quality of the underlying 

relationship (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). I have extended this analysis to the 

intergroup domain and suggest that the group-based emotions of anger and 

contempt can be used as communicative devices in intergroup conflict as a 

means to stress and regulate the value of the intergroup relationship. I defined 

this as the relational function of anger and contempt and have shown these to be 

polar opposites. Although both emotions share a negative valence, I found the 

communication of anger to be relationship-affirming, whereas the 

communication of contempt was found to be relationship-undermining. 

Moreover, whereas the communication of anger had the potential to de-escalate 

conflict, the communication of contempt was more likely to escalate it. The 

notion of a relational function of the communication of group-based anger and 

contempt implies a view of emotions as not only communicating ‘social 

information’ (Van Kleef, 2009), but also ‘social intentions’ – they signal 

whether the social relationship between the groups should be maintained, and 

thus whether the psychological distance between the groups in conflict should 

become smaller or larger. They are about the relationship between the groups in 

conflict. 

  In this respect, my analysis shares an emphasis on the positive effects of 

communicating anger with an analysis derived from the Emotions As Social 

Information model (Van Kleef, 2009). However, these analyses differ to the 

extent that the latter focuses more on the strategic use of anger (i.e., anger as a 

signal that one is not likely to budge easily) in conflict settings, whereas the 

focus of this dissertation is on the relational function of anger (i.e., anger as a 

signal of having suffered unjust harm by the target group, combined with an 
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implicit request for reconciliation). Whereas the strategic use of anger seems to 

emphasize personal gain at the expense of the other, the relational use of anger 

emphasizes a mutual gain and a focus on improving the intergroup relationship 

as a whole. Future research should consider integrating these different aspects of 

the communication of the same emotion in conflict settings. For instance, under 

which conditions does the strategic function outweigh the relational function of 

communicating group-based anger? And under which conditions does the 

opposite take place? 

My thesis research further points to reasons why anger is often, perhaps 

unjustifiably, regarded as a destructive emotion (Berkowitz, 1989; Lickel et al., 

2006). Throughout my dissertation I have identified a range of contextual factors 

that are important for anger’s positive effects to occur in practice. First of all, by 

differentiating between ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’ communications of anger, it becomes 

clear that the communication of anger is only effective when it is communicated 

in the absence of other emotions (here: contempt) with less constructive 

relational functions. In real life, however, it is often hard to communicate such a 

‘pure’ anger, as it is often infused with other, perhaps more destructive emotions 

(Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005). Even if an outgroup succeeds to do just that it is not 

difficult to imagine that, especially in conflicts defined by a history of 

animosity, the ingroup’s predisposition towards the outgroup might color their 

perception or interpretation of the emotion, with perhaps destructive 

consequences. In line with this, I showed in the second chapter that when people 

focus on their ingroup’s perspective in the conflict, this undermines the capacity 

to additionally take the outgroup’s perspective and empathize with them. 

Therefore, an openness towards the outgroup perspective seems vital for 

positive effects of anger to be able to materialize. 

Furthermore, I identified and investigated two additional antecedents in the 

third Chapter. If the communication of anger is to be successful in increasing 

outgroup empathy, the outgroup’s treatment (by the ingroup) needs to be 
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perceived as illegitimate, and their group-based anger as consensual. Our 

perception of whether an outgroup was treated badly by our ingroup is of course 

heavily colored by ingroup favouritism, which might prevent us from 

responding positively to anger even if it is appropriate. Additionally, consensus 

information regarding the outgroup’s communicated anger is often absent, 

which makes it easier for an ingroup to discard potentially ingroup harming 

attitudes to be disregarded as ‘just a lone voice’.  

To illustrate the importance of treatment illegitimacy and consensus, let’s 

apply them to an analysis of a conflict, broadly covered recently (autumn 2014) 

in the Dutch media. This intergroup conflict is between proponents (mostly 

white Dutch) and opponents (mostly non-white Dutch) of the character “Zwarte 

Piet” (Black Pete), who features prominently in an annual piece of Dutch 

folklore (a children’s feast where Sinterklaas comes to bring presents to all 

children in the Netherlands). Opponents point to the racist characterization of 

Zwarte Piet (i.e., black-face, large earrings, curly hair), whereas proponents 

stress that he is merely covered in chimney-soot and dressed up to take part in a 

harmless children’s celebration with no racism at all involved.  

In this conflict, it can be observed that one group communicates anger 

about “Zwarte Piet”, emphasizing that they feel discriminated against. Although 

this could be perceived by the other group as a signal of perceived unfairness 

while working toward a collaborative solution to maintain a positive 

relationship, this is clearly not what has been happening in this conflict. Rather, 

for the most part, the pro-Piet group seems to perceive the anti-Piet group’s 

anger as inappropriate and responds defensively. Interestingly, individuals that 

perceive the anger merely as a criticism of the depiction of Zwarte Piet, rather 

than of the group wishing to celebrate the tradition, appear more likely to accept 

this treatment as being unjust and subsequently show stronger empathy toward 

the outgroup while being supportive of at least some change. Furthermore, clear 

consensus information concerning the non-white Dutch position on Zwarte Piet 
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is mostly absent, whereas plenty of anecdotal evidence broadcasted by the media 

shows non-white Dutch people to in fact be proponents of Zwarte Piet. Hence, 

the lack of clear consensus information among non-white Dutch allows 

proponents of Zwarte Piet to perceive the opponents’ viewpoint as mere ‘lone 

voices’. As I have shown in Chapter 3, this combination of one group’s refusal 

to acknowledge the other group’s treatment as illegitimate, and their perception 

of a lack of the other group’s consensus, is responsible for lowered empathy and 

as a consequence impedes constructive conflict resolution. 

The third contextual factor important for anger’s positive effects to occur 

concerns the temporal framing of anger. My dissertation findings show that, in 

present-day conflicts, anger can be an effective means to increase outgroup 

empathy and constructive conflict intentions, whereas contempt is not. The same 

holds true for conflicts where the conflictual event occurred in the distant past. 

However, an outgroup communication of anger as felt in the past does not 

suffice to evoke empathy and constructive conflict intentions because it can be 

interpreted as an emotion which is no longer present today, and hence a need for 

reconciliation no longer exists. Thus, it seems crucial to ‘contemporize’ the 

conflict by communicating anger as still experienced to this day, and thus 

pertaining to the present relationship. In doing so, a past conflict is 

psychologically transformed into a conflict with contemporary relevance. 

Consequently, an outgroup communication of present anger about a past conflict 

offers the ingroup a renewed opportunity to make amends. In this sense, and 

contrary to conventional wisdom, it can sometimes be a good thing to open old 

wounds, as long as anger is used as the knife.  

Of course, this list of factors is not meant to be exclusive. For example, one 

factor that I have not investigated, but that might affect anger’s effectiveness is 

power differentials between the in- and outgroup. In the studies in this 

dissertation, the outgroup communicating anger was almost exclusively a 

(minority) group with less power than the ingroup. In such a situation, anger 
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might more easily be deemed appropriate, given that the outgroup lacks the 

power to change its own predicament. On the other hand, majority groups with 

high power tend to possess abundant resources (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & 

Anderson, 2003), such that their reliance of anger’s relational function as a plea 

for reconciliation, might be perceived as less appropriate. In fact, their anger 

might be more easily misconstrued as a strategic enforcement of power. This 

could potentially lead to the same short-term outcome (i.e., restoration of 

justice), but the relationship as a whole might suffer (Van Kleef & Coté, 2007). 

This is corroborated by recent findings showing that a (Turkish Dutch) minority 

communication of anger in a conflict situation increased (Dutch) majority 

empathy, whereas in the reverse situation, the communication of anger did not 

prove beneficial (Jans, Gordijn, Van Zomeren, & Postmes, 2015). In this sense, 

the communication of anger may really be a weapon of the weak. 

A second yet unexplored factor that may influence anger’s effectiveness is 

the (desired) prior existence of an intergroup relationship. Because I argued that 

anger emphasizes the importance of maintaining a positive long-term 

relationship, this seems to suggest that when there is no basis whatsoever for any 

desire to maintain a positive relationship, it is unlikely that the communication 

of anger will be effective. Future research should investigate this possible 

boundary condition, for instance in the context of intractable intergroup conflicts 

(e.g., the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; Halperin et al., 2011). However, based on 

the research presented in this dissertation I would argue that anger is first and 

foremost a signal that something is unfair within the intergroup relationship that 

one wants to solve while wanting to maintain the relationship. This points 

toward an approach behavior conveying the message that individuals care about 

the outgroup, at least to some extent, to bring this to their attention and give 

them the opportunity to resolve this. Anger might thus provide scope for the 

creation of a positive intergroup relationship, even if that relationship was not so 

positive to begin with. Moreover, the results described in Chapter 4 on the 
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conflict between Moluccan-Dutch and native Dutch showed that even in 

conflicts with less than positive intergroup relationships, anger’s relational 

function can still operate (under the right conditions). Additionally, 

circumstantial evidence is provided by research on the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, which has shown that Israeli’s felt anger, rather than hatred, toward 

Palestinians motivated their approach-related behaviors towards making 

concessions in intergroup negotiations (Halperin et al., 2011). Inducing anger, 

rather than hatred, even in such an intractable conflict, thus seemed to facilitate 

relational considerations. Although these findings obviously do not pertain to 

the communication of group-based anger, they do suggest that anger might 

provide an impetus for the construction of a positive intergroup relationship, 

even in a conflict as entrenched as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Two final unexplored factors refer to additional characteristics of the 

treatment, beside (il-)legitimacy, that give rise to the anger. Prior research has 

shown that when people judge moral situations, anger responds to the contextual 

cues of harm and intentionality (Gutierrez, & Giner-Sorolla, 2007; Russell & 

Giner-Sorolla, 2011). It follows that the more harm is inflicted and the more 

intentional it is perceived to be, the stronger anger is felt and hence is likely to 

be communicated. The target of the expressed anger then might need to assess 

the extent to which actual harm is inflicted and the extent to which their 

treatment of the outgroup was intentional or not. As with legitimacy, the 

perception of these factors might influence the extent to which the 

communication of anger facilitates conflict de-escalation. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

There are certain limitations to the set of studies that comprise my 

dissertation. For one, most of the reported experiments employed university 

student samples, rather than samples of people with a more diverse socio-

economical background. In addition, I used scenarios and newspaper articles to 

introduce or remind participants of a specific conflict, rather than submerge 
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individuals into the real-life dynamics of intergroup conflict. The reason for this 

is that in conflict situations, it is hard to control for extraneous factors that might 

influence the communication of anger and how (well) it is received. This would 

make it hard to answer the questions I set out to answer. Thus, my consistent use 

of student samples, as well as employing scenarios and newspaper articles in 

which I could carefully control the communication process, allowed me greater 

experimental control and internal validity. Nevertheless, this of course comes at 

the expense of external validity (i.e., how to generalize these findings to other 

contexts). At the same time, it is important to note that I took care to design 

studies in contexts that were psychologically realistic and credible for 

participants, and actually reflected the type of intergroup conflict 

communication that most people have experience with (i.e., through second-

hand information delivered through mass media; Hargrave & Livingstone, 2009; 

Postmes et al., 2014). Finally, I note that a recent study showed that, in the 

context of multiculturalism conflict in the Netherlands, a Turkish-Dutch 

minority communicating anger about unfair treatment by a Dutch majority 

positively influenced the latter’s constructive conflict behavior, whereas this was 

not the case when the majority communicated anger (Jans et al., 2015). 

Although these findings seem promising, future research needs to investigate the 

question of external validity further. 

Additionally, across the reported experiments I focused on conflict 

intentions as the main dependent variables, rather than actual conflict behavior. 

This means I should be cautious in interpreting whether the communication of 

group-based anger will lead to actual conflict de-escalation. I am reassured, 

however, by findings from meta-analyses testing the intention-behavior relation 

(e.g., Armitage & Conner, 2001; Sheeran, 2002; Webb & Sheeran, 2006), that 

show intentions have a significant effect on behavior. Future research is needed 

to test whether the communication of anger can indeed positively change 

conflict behavior.  Similarly, a critic may argue that the current set of studies 
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focused on relatively ‘low-stake’ conflicts, thus raising the question whether my 

findings can be expected to apply to ‘higher-stake’ conflicts. Indeed, in conflicts 

with a long history of contention and thus involving a mutual lack of trust, 

empathy might not be the ingroup’s first response when faced with an angry 

outgroup member. Nevertheless, results from Chapter 4 on the more contentious 

conflict between Moluccan-Dutch and Dutch inhabitants in the Netherlands do 

suggest that, even in such ‘high-stake’ conflicts, the communication of group-

based anger may lead towards less defensive conflict responses when it refers to 

the present intergroup relationship. Moreover, as mentioned before, there is 

some indication that even in intergroup conflicts as extreme and intractable as 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the experience (and by extension the 

communication) of group-based anger might provide an impetus for conflict de-

escalation (Halperin et al., 2011). Future research can further investigate the 

efficacy of the communication of group-based anger in such ‘high-stake’ 

conflicts. 

Another potential limitation is that I focused in this dissertation on ‘just’ 

two emotions: anger and contempt. I did so in order to investigate to what extent 

their communication would either help or hurt the intergroup relationship. I 

chose contempt as a comparison for anger because, on the one hand, they share a 

negative valence as well as discontent about the status quo, while on the other 

hand, they serve opposite relational functions: Whereas anger communicates a 

desire to improve the relationship, contempt communicates a desire to dissolve 

the relationship. However, emotion communication in intergroup conflicts is of 

course not restricted to anger and contempt. A case can be made for the 

importance of communicating positive emotions such as love and care, which 

may share with anger the same positive relational function of wanting to 

maintain the intergroup relationship. However, in times of conflict, the 

communication of such emotions may be less effective as they do not address 

perceived injustices, which make them unlikely to promote a positive change in 
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the conflictual intergroup relationship. This may be akin to the notion of ‘irony 

of harmony’ observed in the intergroup contact literature (Saguy, Tausch, 

Dovidio, & Pratto, 2009), which suggests that particularly higher-status or –

power groups prefer to be friendly towards lower-status or power-groups during 

intergroup contact, which does not address intergroup inequality and thus 

maintains the status quo. 

One could also argue that, for this reason, communicating other emotions 

that share the negative valence of anger might yet prove beneficial, such as 

sadness and disappointment. First, although sadness signals displeasure, it is 

associated with internal orientation and withdrawal and is therefore less socially 

oriented and influential on others (Watson, Clark, McIntyre, & Hamaker, 1992). 

Although the communication of sadness might sometimes serve as a plea for 

help, it also implies that the communicator is weak and needy and as such the 

target might be more likely to show pity (Weiner, Graham, & Chandler, 1982) 

rather than empathy, and respond with dependency-oriented help (see e.g., 

Nadler & Chernyak-Hai, 2014) rather than by solving the problem in order to 

improve the relationship. Put differently, communicating group-based sadness 

may, if anything, signal to others the need for comforting without solving the 

issues at hand. 

  Second, the communication of disappointment has been shown to facilitate 

cooperation, but only when it succeeds in evoking feelings of guilt in the target. 

Through inducing guilt, disappointment can improve relationship quality, reduce 

competition, and facilitate reconciliation (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 

1994; Leith & Baumeister, 1998). Recent research has shown, however, that the 

effect of the communication of disappointment differs depending on whether it 

is communicated by an outgroup member or an ingroup member (Lelieveld, Van 

Dijk, Van Beest, & Van Kleef, 2013). When communicated by an ingroup 

member, disappointment evokes feelings of guilt, but when communicated by an 

outgroup member, such as in all studies in this dissertation, it does not. In fact, 
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the communication of disappointment by an outgroup member was perceived as 

a sign of weakness and reduced cooperation. In short, there appears to be 

something special about the communication of anger. The key reason for this is 

that the communication of group-based anger appears to be uniquely empathy-

evoking, which is directly related to its relational function. However, more 

research is needed to show this unique feature of anger in contrast to other 

negatively valenced emotions.  

A final limitation of the studies in this dissertation is that I focused on 

unidirectional communication. I chose this approach because in many real-life 

conflicts, often one or more pivotal events in the relationship between two 

groups can be identified that create an enduring basis for intergroup conflict 

(Fisher, 2000). This unidirectional approach allowed me to investigate the 

immediate effects of the communication of group-based anger on empathy and 

intentions to de-escalate the conflict. However, this approach fails to capture the 

emotional dynamics present in dialogue groups (e.g., contact between Israelis 

and Palestinians) or in media debates in which representatives of two parties in 

conflict use emotions as communicative devices to or about one another. This is 

also the main reason for why I cannot make substantial claims about the long-

term benefits of communicating group-based anger in intergroup conflicts. 

Hence, future research is needed using interaction and longitudinal designs to 

capture these emotional dynamics and to test for long-term benefits of 

communicating group-based anger. 

Conclusion 

In the past, anger has received a bad reputation (Berkowitz, 1989; Lickel et 

al., 2006) for being a destructive force in intergroup conflict. In my dissertation, 

across three empirical chapters that report multiple studies per chapter, I have 

shown that the communication of ‘pure’ group-based anger appears to have the 

potential to de-escalate intergroup conflict by emphasizing the importance of 

maintaining a positive intergroup relationship and inducing empathy for one’s 
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situation in the other group. This relational function of the communication of 

group-based anger implies that inviting empathy for one’s group through the 

communication of group-based anger may be a key factor in de-escalating 

intergroup conflict. Throughout this dissertation, I contrasted the relational 

function of anger with that of contempt, which is aimed more at avoiding or 

escalating the conflict. Additionally, I identified several boundary conditions of 

anger’s relational function, showing that the communication of anger was most 

effective (1) when the ingroup perceived their treatment of the outgroup as 

illegitimate, (2) when the ingroup perceived high consensus in the outgroup 

regarding the communicated anger, and (3) when the anger was communicated 

as felt at present, rather than in the past. Thus, the communication of group-

based anger in intergroup conflict does not always have empathy-inducing 

effects, but it for sure has more potential in this domain than previously thought. 

In this respect, I hope that my dissertation has provided a first step toward 

developing a better understanding of the relational function of communicating 

group-based anger as a means of de-escalating intergroup conflict. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting (Dutch summary) 

 

Het belangrijkste doel van dit proefschrift is te onderzoeken óf, wanneer, 

en hoe, de communicatie van de emoties boosheid en minachting het conflict 

waarin ze worden geuit kunnen verhevigen, dan wel in hevigheid kunnen doen 

afnemen. Daarbij richt ik me specifiek op conflicten tussen groepen, zoals 

tussen studenten en stedelingen, tussen Nederlanders met een autochtone en 

allochtone achtergrond, en tussen mensen met een Nederlandse dan wel andere 

nationaliteit. In de kern gaan deze conflicten vaak om een onrechtvaardige 

behandeling van de ene groep door de andere, veelal voortkomend uit 

vooroordelen en stereotypen. Zulke conflicten lopen het risico emotioneel en 

anderszins te escaleren, juist omdat het (voort-)bestaan van de relatie tussen de 

groepen op het spel staat. 

  Lang was men in de vooronderstelling dat voor het effectief oplossen van 

dergelijke conflicten, een koele, rationele handelswijze van doorslaggevend 

belang was en dat met name negatieve emoties zoals boosheid in toom moesten 

worden gehouden (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997; DiGuiseppe & 

Tafrate, 2003, Gottman, & Levenson, 1992, Rothbart & Hallmark, 1988, 

Tiedens, 2001). Recent onderzoek wijst echter uit dat de ervaring of de 

communicatie van emoties zoals boosheid niet noodzakelijkerwijs negatieve 

consequenties hoeven te hebben (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Halperin et al., 

2011; Van Kleef & Cȏté, 2007).  

 In dit proefschrift ga ik dieper in op deze laatste benadering en onderzoek 

ik specifiek in hoeverre de communicatie van boosheid en minachting kan 

bijdragen aan conflictvermindering. Hierbij vergelijk ik de tegengestelde 

relationele functies van het communiceren van boosheid en minachting in 

conflicten tussen groepen. Allereerst benadrukt de communicatie van boosheid 

dat een onrecht is geschied (Frijd\a, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, 2001; 

Scherer, 2001; Scherer, Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001), terwijl het eveneens een 
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verzoek is aan de overtreder om het goed te maken. De communicatie van 

boosheid is er dus op gericht om de relatie met de andere groep te behouden en 

te verbeteren (Fischer & Roseman, 2008). Hieruit valt te concluderen dat de 

communicatie van boosheid, onder de juiste omstandigheden, zou kunnen 

bijdragen aan een afzwakking van het conflict. Hoewel de communicatie van 

minachting ook een waargenomen onrecht benadrukt, is deze juist gericht op het 

ondermijnen van de relatie, en het op afstand houden of zelfs ontbinden van 

ieder contact met de andere groep. De communicatie van minachting zou dus 

conflictvermindering eerder in de weg staan. 

In mijn empirische onderzoek naar deze tegengestelde relationele functies 

van de communicatie van boosheid en minachting richt ik me specifiek op de rol 

die empathie (medeleven) speelt in dit proces als een indicator van het belang 

van de relatie. Onderzoek binnen de contacthypothese heeft laten zien dat 

wederzijdse empathie één van de belangrijkste factoren is die bijdraagt aan het 

verbeteren van contacten tussen groepen (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Empathie 

opwekken in de andere groep voor de waargenomen onrechtvaardige 

behandeling zou dus een belangrijke eerste stap kunnen zijn richting 

conflictvermindering (Batson, 1991; Stephan, 2008). Wanneer leden van een 

groep boosheid communiceren laat dat zien dat zij geven om de relatie (waar 

minachting juist laat zien dat zij er niets meer om geeft), en daarmee verzoeken 

zij de ontvangende groep hun perspectief in te nemen en empathie op te brengen 

voor de situatie waarin zij zich bevinden, hetgeen gepaard zou moeten gaan met 

een afzwakking van het conflict. In Hoofdstuk 2 van dit proefschrift tracht ik dit 

positieve effect van het communiceren van boosheid alsook de cruciale rol die 

empathie in dit proces speelt, aan te tonen. In hoofdstukken 3 en 4 onderzoek ik 

belangrijke randvoorwaarden voor dit positieve effect. 

In Hoofdstuk 2 kijk ik naar wat er gebeurt wanneer in een conflict een 

groep boosheid, minachting, een combinatie van boosheid en minachting, of een 

algemene afkeuring (zonder een specifieke emotie) communiceert naar een 
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andere groep. De resultaten laten zien dat enkel de communicatie van ‘pure’ 

boosheid (zonder minachting) ervoor zorgt dat de andere groep minder geneigd 

is het conflict negatief tegemoet te treden. Dit komt doordat de communicatie 

van boosheid een gevoel van empathie in de ontvanger opwekt. Echter, wanneer 

de ontvangende groep zich eenzijdig richt op de eigen zienswijze, dan 

bemoeilijkt dat perspectief nemen van de andere groep, wat gevoelens van 

empathie ondermijnt en positieve effecten van de communicatie van boosheid 

doet verdwijnen. Dit hoofdstuk geeft een eerste bewijs voor de voordelen van 

het communiceren van boosheid in conflicten tussen groepen. Boosheid kan 

effectief zijn omdat het aanzet tot perspectief nemen en daarmee gevoelens van 

empathie opwekt in de andere groep, hetgeen ervoor zorgt dat deze minder 

geneigd is het conflict te laten verergeren. 

In Hoofdstuk 3 ga ik dieper in op de relationele functie van boosheid door 

te onderzoeken onder welke randvoorwaarden communicatie van boosheid, 

vergeleken met een algemene afkeuring, gevoelens van empathie opwekt. Ik kijk 

daarbij specifiek naar twee belangrijke factoren: De waargenomen legitimiteit 

van de behandeling (d.w.z., in hoeverre is de andere groep terecht boos gezien 

hoe wij ze hebben behandeld?) en de waargenomen mate van consensus in de 

andere groep betreffende de gecommuniceerde boosheid (d.w.z., in hoeverre 

zijn ze allemaal boos op ons?). De bevindingen laten opnieuw zien dat de 

communicatie van boosheid empathie opwekt in de ontvangende groep, maar 

alleen wanneer deze het ermee eens is dat ze de boze groep onrechtvaardig heeft 

behandeld, en wanneer deze ervaart dat de gehele groep boosheid 

communiceert. De resultaten van het laatste experiment laten bovendien zien dat 

slechts de aanwezigheid van één van deze twee factoren al positieve effecten 

van het communiceren van boosheid oplevert. Enkel wanneer beide afwezig 

zijn, zorgt dit niet voor een toename in empathie. Dit hoofdstuk laat belangrijke 

randvoorwaarden zien voor de positieve effecten van de communicatie van 

boosheid zoals gevonden in Hoofdstuk 2, maar getuigt tegelijkertijd van haar 
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robuustheid, omdat boosheid nog steeds empathie kan opwekken als aan niet 

alle voorwaarden wordt voldaan.  

Hoofdstuk 4 begint met de constatering dat conflicten vaak voortkomen uit 

één of meer cruciale gebeurtenissen die in het verleden hebben plaatsgevonden 

en het conflict door de tijd heen hebben gevormd (Fisher, 2000). Het doel van 

dit hoofdstuk is drieledig. Ten eerste wil ik onderzoeken of de communicatie 

van boosheid nog steeds effectief is in een langdurig conflict met een 

stormachtig verleden. Ten tweede wil ik onderzoeken hoe gevoelens van 

boosheid en minachting in een dergelijk historisch conflict het best kunnen 

worden gecommuniceerd: Ofwel door de emoties in het verleden te plaatsen (we 

waren boos / we voelden minachting), dan wel door ze in de tegenwoordige tijd 

te plaatsen (we zijn boos / we voelen minachting). Ten derde wil ik onderzoeken 

of zelfs de communicatie van minachting, onder bepaalde condities, positieve 

gevolgen kan hebben. De bevindingen laten zien dat de communicatie van 

boosheid over een conflictueus verleden nog steeds effectief kan zijn, zolang het 

conflict emotioneel wordt ‘geactualiseerd’, wordt overgedragen naar de 

tegenwoordige tijd, en boosheid derhalve wordt gecommuniceerd als ‘nog steeds 

aanwezig’. Dit komt doordat de relationele functie van boosheid gericht is op 

het (her-)waarderen van de relatie. Wanneer boosheid in de tegenwoordige tijd 

wordt geuit, geeft dit de ontvanger de mogelijkheid er direct constructief op in te 

gaan. Aan de andere kant blijkt zelfs de communicatie van minachting effectief 

te kunnen zijn, maar enkel wanneer de relationele functie, gericht op het 

ondermijnen van de relatie, in het verleden wordt gehouden, omdat dat de 

ontvanger een hernieuwde kans biedt om de huidige relatie te verbeteren. De 

resultaten van dit hoofdstuk leveren bewijs voor de tegengestelde relationele 

functies van het communiceren van boosheid en minachting, waarbij de 

effectiviteit van de één gepaard gaat met de ineffectiviteit van de ander. 

Samengenomen illustreren de bevindingen in dit proefschrift dat, wanneer, 

en hoe, de communicatie van boosheid door één groep in een conflict met een 
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andere groep een positieve bijdrage kan leveren aan conflictvermindering 

(Hoofdstukken 2-4), maar wijzen ze ook op belangrijke randvoorwaarden voor 

de manier waarop deze boosheid wordt waargenomen (Hoofdstuk 3), alsook 

voor de manier waarop deze gecommuniceerd wordt (Hoofdstuk 4). Keer op 

keer blijkt empathie voor de andere groep een cruciale rol te spelen in dit proces, 

als een indicator van de tegengestelde relationele functies van de communicatie 

van boosheid en minachting. Dit proefschrift heeft zodoende een eerste stap 

gezet naar een beter begrip van hoe de communicatie van deze emoties tussen 

groepen hun relatie zowel positief als negatief kan beïnvloeden. Doordat 

emoties vaak de kern raken van een conflict, is het voor een effectieve 

conflictoplossing belangrijk ze niet te ontwijken of te onderdrukken, maar ze 

onder de juiste voorwaarden te uiten en op die manier bespreekbaar te maken.  

  Zoals dit proefschrift aantoont, neemt boosheid daarbij een bijzondere plek 

in: Naast het benadrukken van een waargenomen onrecht, impliceert boosheid 

ook een toenadering tot de overtredende groep met het verzoek de beschadigde 

relatie te herstellen. Deze unieke combinatie zorgt ervoor dat de communicatie 

van boosheid in conflicten tussen groepen een belangrijke eerste stap kan zijn op 

weg naar verzoening. 
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Dankwoord / Acknowledgements 

 

Er gaat niets boven Groningen! Zo gaat de slogan in ieder geval. In eerste 

instantie was ik echter wat sceptisch, maar na vijf jaar in Groningen te hebben 

gewoond moet ik toch volmondig hiermee instemmen. Nu ik dan aan het einde 

sta van mijn promotietraject en terugkijk naar de afgelopen jaren, realiseer ik me 

hoeveel ik heb om dankbaar voor te zijn. Ik zeg het o zo vaak nu ik niet meer in 

Groningen ben: Wat een geweldige mensen wonen daar en wat een fantastische 

collega’s heb ik gehad. Ik ben daarom ook uiterst blij dat ik in dit dankwoord 

hiervan mijn blijk kan geven. 

 

Allereerst wil ik mijn drie (co-)promotoren Martijn, Ernestine, en Tom 

bedanken. Ik ben trots om met jullie te hebben mogen samenwerken. Ik heb heel 

veel van jullie geleerd en kijk uiteindelijk met veel genoegen terug op de 

afgelopen jaren. Ik wil jullie bedanken voor alle energie, toewijding en morele 

steun die jullie mij hebben geboden door de jaren heen. Luctor et emergo!  

Martijn, als mijn dagelijkse begeleider was jij het meest direct betrokken 

bij mijn proefschrift. Je deur stond altijd open, je had altijd tijd voor me, en de 

snelheid waarmee ik (zéér goede!) feedback kreeg op ingezonden stukjes was 

buitengewoon. Je aanstekelijke positiviteit in onze gesprekken over ons 

onderzoek leidde er altijd toe, dat ongeacht hoe mijn gemoedstoestand bij 

binnenkomst was, ik na afloop altijd vrolijk en vol goede moed naar buiten liep.   

Ernestine, als tweede begeleider spraken we elkaar ook met enige 

regelmaat en tijdens die gesprekken heb ik altijd veel gehad aan zowel je 

theoretische inzichten alsook de steun die je me bood wanneer ik het even niet 

zag zitten. Je motiveerde me altijd om het beste uit mezelf te willen halen en gaf 

me ook de kansen dat te verwezenlijken bijvoorbeeld door me actief te 

betrekken bij symposia. Dit gegeven vertrouwen heeft me zeer veel geholpen.  
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Tom, ik heb altijd bewondering gehad voor je no-nonsense approach, 

gecombineerd met een enorm enthousiasme en onomwonden eerlijkheid. 

Hoewel die directheid me soms wat deed afschrikken, was ik tegelijkertijd des te 

blijer wanneer je positieve feedback gaf omdat ik wist hoeveel dat betekende. Je 

hebt me tevens laten zien dat humor van niet te onderschatten belang is in de 

wetenschap. 

 

Ik wil daarnaast alle collega’s bedanken voor de afgelopen tijd. Allereerst 

gaat mijn dank uit naar Hedy, Elanor, en Susanne, met wie ik mijn NWO-project 

deelde, wat uitmondde in erg leerzame bijeenkomsten en een zeer succesvolle 

medium-sized EASP meeting! Ik wil in het bijzonder Hedy bedanken. Daar 

waar ik je (onterecht!) misschien eerst als concurrent zeg, ben ik blij en trots dat 

we uiteindelijk samen, zij aan zij, het traject hebben doorlopen en ook vooral 

mooie ervaringen hebben mogen delen.  

Ook mijn kamergenoten mag ik uiteraard niet vergeten. Sarah, je was al 

vanaf het begin mijn kamergenoot, maar het duurde uiteindelijk een tijdje tot we 

echt naar elkaar toegroeiden. Je bent een geweldig persoon in alle opzichten en 

ook echt een steun en toeverlaat voor me geweest. Het vervult me met trots dat 

jij naast mij wil staan als mijn paranimf. Marlon, zelden heb ik iemand ontmoet 

die zo’n gulle lach heeft als jij. Wat hebben we samen lol gehad en wat was het 

leuk om samen met je te squashen! En nogmaals, sorry van je vis … Peter, ever 

since we became office mates, we seemed to hit it off amazingly well. So well, 

in fact, that it started to interfere with our work (and that of others down the 

hall!). Hence, we spent many a Tuesday evening in our favorite bar, De Koffer, 

talking, laughing, perfecting our beer rating system, teasing the staff, and 

playing games. I have very fond memories of those evenings! En last, but not 

least, Thijs. Ik kan me niet voorstellen dat iemand jou niet mag. Je bent uiterst 

vriendelijk, altijd in voor een grapje, een ‘perfect gentleman’ en ook echt 

betrokken bij anderen. Ook nodigde je me vaak uit voor sportevenementen zoals 
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met collega’s basketballen, en naar voetbal- en schaatswedstrijden gaan. Erg 

leuk was dat! Die tijd met jou en Hedy op de kamer had ik voor geen goud 

willen missen. 

Ik besef dat het misschien ongewoon is om een beoordelingscommissie-lid 

in je dankwoord te plaatsen, maar ik doe het toch. Russell, ik wil je bedanken 
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