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Radical action against social disadvantage is highly consequential but has been
far less studied than moderate collective action. But who supports such extreme
actions and why? In two studies, we examine the relation between group identi-
fication and support for radical action in disadvantaged groups. Paradoxically,
low identifiers are more willing than high identifiers to endorse radical action.
We argue that high identifiers are more concerned about how radical action could
harm their social identity than low identifiers. By contrast, low identifiers are more
willing to confront the disadvantage by radical means, adopting a nothing-to-lose
mindset. Consistent with this, support for radical action was strongest among low
identifiers, especially when the in-group accepted the disadvantage as legitimate
(creating a more desperate situation: Studies 1 and 2) and when they were not
dependent on the out-group (and thus had nothing-to-lose: Study 2).

Social inequalities seem to be ever present and, although such inequalities
are often perpetuated, members of disadvantaged groups have also fought against
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them. For example, as a result of the feminist movement, the gender gap in
salaries and job opportunities has narrowed, and the gay movement has made clear
progress in legalizing same-sex marriage, among others (see Górska & Bilewicz,
2015). But how do discriminated groups contest such inequalities? Research shows
many routes that members of discriminated groups can follow to deal with group
disadvantage, ranging from individual mobility to group strategies (Ellemers,
1993; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; see also Becker, Barreto, Kahn, & de Oliveira Laux,
2015; Derks, van Laar, Ellemers, & Raghoe, 2015; Kulich, Lorenzi-Cioldi, &
Iacovello, 2015). One of the most direct strategies is to engage in collective action
(see Tausch, Saguy, & Bryson, 2015). Such actions are defined as acts aimed
at improving the conditions of an entire group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Taylor
& Moghaddam, 1990) and can take diverse forms, varying from normative and
peaceful acts which are in line with general social norms (e.g., signing petitions,
peaceful demonstrations) to more radical and non-normative behaviors such as
violence and terrorism (Wright, 1997). Radical forms of resistance have received
far less attention (Tausch et al., 2011; Van Zomeren & Iyer, 2009), even though
they constitute a high profile and consequential way of claiming social justice.
In this article, we aim to shed light on the factors that facilitate such extreme
action. Specifically, we examine the role of legitimacy and group identification on
radical collective action and come to some apparently paradoxical conclusions in
the process.

What Leads to (Radical) Collective Action?

Collective action can be seen as integral to social change, but members of
disadvantaged groups are not always prepared to take such action as this involves
risks and costs (Klandermans, Sabucedo, Rodrı́guez, & de Weerd, 2002; Olson,
1968; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, the factors that explain when people will
engage in collective action have been a frequent research question (e.g., Blumer,
1939; Klandermans, 1997). Recent research emphasizes the role of legitimacy per-
ceptions and group identification (Jiménez-Moya, Rodrı́guez-Bailón, Spears, &
de Lemus, 2015; Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008; Van Zomeren, Spears,
Fischer, & Leach, 2004; Tausch et al., 2011). First, social identity theory pre-
dicts that intergroup conflict is more likely if the disadvantaged group frames
inequality as illegitimate (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Appraisals of illegitimacy also
predict group-based anger, which leads to engagement in collective action (see
the dual path model of Van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach, 2004). Impor-
tantly, previous literature has paid scant attention to the source of perceptions of
(il)legitimacy, and the possibility that perceived legitimacy of the disadvantage
actually may be more threatening, especially when is accepted by the in-group
(Spears, Greenwood, de Lemus, & Sweetman, 2010; see also Jiménez-Moya et al.,
2015).
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The positive effect of group identification on collective action has also been
established (Stürmer & Simon, 2004; Van Zomeren, Postmes, et al., 2008); those
less committed to the group are less likely to undertake such action (Ellemers,
Spears, & Doosje, 1999; Van Zomeren, Postmes, et al., 2008). However, most
research that considers the role of identification to our knowledge has been focused
on the prediction of moderate (e.g., non-violent) collective action. The key and
novel focus of the current article is therefore to consider how group identification
might predict radical collective action.

Extrapolating from previous research (e.g., Stürmer & Simon, 2004; Van
Zomeren, Postmes, et al., 2008), we could predict that high identifiers will be
more prone than low identifiers to support radical action (as they do moderate
action), as this is, after all, designed to advance group interests. In line with
our previous work, the positive effect of group identification on collective action
is especially strong when members of the in-group seem to accept the group
disadvantage as legitimate: we have shown that high identifiers are particularly
sensitive to this most threatening situation and do not accept it willingly (Jiménez-
Moya et al., 2015; see also Packer, 2008). However, there are also reasons to
expect that high identifiers will be less likely to endorse radical action than low
identifiers. Assuming, in line with social identity theory, that high identifiers are
motivated to protect the in-group’s image (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), it may be
particularly important for them to maintain a positive conception of the group.
Supporting radical collective action might damage the in-group’s image given that
such behaviors typically transgress socially accepted rules and norms (hence often
labeled “non-normative”). Indeed, we already found some preliminary evidence
for this in an earlier paper (Spears, Scheepers, van Zomeren, Tausch, & Gooch,
2015, Study 2), in which women threatened with an unfair disadvantage were more
likely to endorse moderate (thus normative) than radical (thus non-normative)
action. Importantly feminist identification also led to more support for moderate
action but not for radical action, providing some suggestive evidence for our
rationale (although the role of identification was not the focus of that research).

This argument fits with the “nothing-to-lose” rationale whereby disempow-
ered groups or those with a stable low status become more likely to endorse radical
resistance strategies (Scheepers, Spears, Doosje, & Manstead, 2006; Spears et al.,
2015; Tausch et al., 2011). Research on high status groups also showed that
they avoided radical action because this could undermine their prestige (Kamans,
Spears, Otten, Gordijn, & Livingstone, 2015). Similarly, high identifiers may
well have something to lose by taking radical action. Because low identifiers are
less invested in their group and its image (Leach et al., 2008), paradoxically per-
haps they may have less to lose (but still something to gain) if radical resistance
proves fruitful.

It may seem paradoxical that people less committed to their group might be
more prepared than high identifiers to endorse action that seems so committed. A
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first point about this argument is that, it is relative: we do not argue that support
for radical behavior will be high (it is non-normative, after all), but simply that it
could be higher for low identifiers. Second, we should note that commitment to
the group is conceptually distinct from the need to escape a threatening situation,
and low identifiers should be no less committed to achieve this (perhaps by any
means necessary).

In this respect, we cannot assume people who identify strongly are necessarily
more radical per se. For example, in political parties moderate and mainstream
factions with the left or right wing parties can be embarrassed by what they
conceive as extremist postures within their parties, postures that undermine their
image to the broader electorate, and the prospects of electoral success. Similarly,
we should not assume that people will be any less radical because they are less
committed to their group. Indeed, precisely this lack of commitment might lead
to the endorsement of more radical means that could harm the in-group standing.
Importantly, we argue that in this case, the motivation should be only to escape
from a desperate situation, but not to fight for the in-group. To sum up, we expect
that, in general terms, high identifiers will be less willing than those who identify
less with the in-group to support radical action.

The Current Research

In the present work, we test the effect of in-group legitimacy appraisals
regarding the disadvantaged situation, and group identification on the endorsement
of radical action against the inequality. We predict that the motivation to keep a
positive in-group image will decrease high identifiers willingness to endorse and
take radical action. By contrast, low identifiers, who are less concerned about in-
group image, should have fewer qualms about endorsing radical action. In addition,
we also test the effect of two different moderators designed to shed light on the
deployment of a nothing-to-lose mindset among low identifiers. Thus, we measure
group identification and manipulate the legitimacy of the group disadvantage as
perceived by the in-group (both Study 1 and Study 2), the in-group sample size that
support that perspective (Study 1) and the dependency on the out-group (Study 2).
We explain the purpose of these manipulations in further detail below.

Study 1

In Study 1, we created a disadvantaged in-group situation for participants
(Andalusian undergraduate students) in which the in-group region (Andalusia)
received less economic subsidy than other Spanish regions. The aim of this study
was to test the effect of legitimacy and group identification on the endorsement of
radical action. Specifically, we manipulated in-group legitimacy appraisals regard-
ing the disadvantage (legitimate vs. illegitimate according to the in-group itself)
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and the in-group sample size that legitimized or rejected the disadvantage. The di-
rection of such sample information (i.e., seeing the disadvantage as legitimate vs.
illegitimate) and the reliability of this information (i.e., small and less reliable vs.
large and thus more reliable) was designed to communicate the degree of implied
support from the in-group that might be available for resistance, including radical
action.

Assuming that the nothing-to-lose mindset most relevant to the low identifiers
is not an identity based argument but a more instrumental strategy, this should
be enhanced when the in-group accepts the disadvantage as legitimate, as derived
from a large and reliable sample. The idea here is that if a large and reliable sample
suggests that the in-group disadvantage is legitimate, this implies that there will
be little social support for resistance, making clearer the desperate nature of the
situation. Thus although low identifiers may care less about the in-group (and its
image) than high identifiers, the nothing-to-lose mindset means they should be
sensitive to any support (or lack of it) that they provide, for instrumental reasons.
Under such hopeless circumstances, we expect low identifiers to try to salvage
something from the situation, by whatever means necessary, including radical
options (see Spears et al., 2015; see also Van Zomeren, Spears, & Leach, 2008,
for a similar argument in relation to group identification and moderate collective
action, in terms of instrumental reasoning). High identifiers by contrast should be
more reluctant to support extreme action, especially when it is not supported by
the group, because it is not normative (neither in general, nor according to the in-
group) and could therefore damage the group’s image, while providing no certain
prospects. Although high identifiers are expected to be less open to radical action
per se this concern could be softened if in-group support for resistance is high,
making it more normative (i.e., illegitimate appraisals from a large sample; see
Jiménez-Moya et al., 2015). In sum, we predict that low identifiers will be more
willing than high identifiers to endorse radical action under the more desperate
conditions.

Design and Procedure

Participants were 73 Andalusian undergraduates (50 women; mean age 22.92),
who received course credit for their participation. They were randomly assigned
to one of the experimental conditions in a 2 (Legitimacy: legitimate vs. illegit-
imate) × 2 (Sample size: large vs. small) between participants factorial design
with identification as an additional continuous factor. Specifically, participants
read a bogus article about the opinion of other Andalusian citizens regarding
the unequal economic allocation among regions, namely, whether the surveyed
members of the in-group justified (legitimate condition) or not (illegitimate con-
dition) its own disadvantage. The justifications were based on the well-known
Andalusian stereotype of high warmth and low competence (e.g., Morales, Garcı́a,
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Rodrı́guez-Bailón, & Moya, 2004), given that a pilot study showed an effect of
the in-group legitimacy appraisals of the disadvantage only when the justifica-
tions used by the in-group were related to the group stereotype but not when
more objective reasons, namely, economic arguments, were used. In order to
highlight the internal source of the legitimacy perspective, participants were also
informed about the view of citizens’ from the other region, which was con-
stant across conditions. Furthermore, in the large sample condition, participants
were told that the legitimacy appraisals came from a large and representative in-
group sample (2,453 citizens from different counties of the region), while in the
small sample size condition the in-group sample was smaller (67 citizens from
two main cities of the region).

In order to test the effect of our manipulations, participants rated the extent
to which the in-group sample perceived the situation as fair (1 = very unfair, 7
= very fair), and the sample size of the in-group members surveyed (1 = very
small, 7 = very large). We measured group identification with six items (α = .92;
e.g., “I see myself as an Andalusian”) adapted from Doosje, Ellemers, and Spears
(1995). We used two measures to test participants endorsement of radical action:
the intention to approve radical action (five items, α = .84, e.g., “I would approve
other Andalusians blackmailing member of the Government who endorses the
current economic allocation”); and the intention to actually engage in such action
(five items, α = .90, e.g., I would blackmail a member of the Government who
endorses the current economic allocation”), adapted from Tausch et al. (2011). The
identification measure used a seven-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much);
the collective action measures used 11-point scales (11 = very much) in order to
ensure response variability.

Results

Manipulation checks. To check the effects of our manipulations, we
ran separate ANOVAs 2 (Legitimacy: legitimate vs. illegitimate) x 2 (Sample
size: large vs. small) on the legitimacy checks. Results showed a main ef-
fect of legitimacy, F (1, 69) = 238.63, p < .001, indicating that participants
in the legitimate conditions perceived that in-group members framed the sit-
uation described as fairer (M = 6.03, SD = 1.46) than participants in the
illegitimate conditions (M = 1.44, SD = 1.05). The effect of the sample size
and the two-way interaction between the two factors were not significant,
Fs < 1, ns. Also, we found a main effect of the sample size, F (1, 69) = 31.90,
p <.01, showing that participants in the large sample size conditions perceived the
sample size as larger (M = 4.05, SD = 2.28) than participants in the small sample
conditions (M = 1.58, SD = 1.25). We did not find any other significant effects,
Fs < 1, ns.
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Main results. In order to test our predictions regarding the effects of legit-
imacy, sample size, and group identification on the support for radical collective
action, we ran separate ANOVAs with sample size and legitimacy as factors and
group identification as a centered continuous predictor, on the two measures for
radical collective action.

Regarding the willingness to approve radical action, results showed a
three-way interaction Sample size × Legitimacy × Group identification,
F (1, 65) = 12.85, p = .001, η2 = .16. Further analysis (Aiken & West, 1991)
showed a negative effect of group identification when a large in-group sam-
ple framed the disadvantage as legitimate (standardized coefficients are reported
in all regression analyses), β = −.70, t(65) = −3.17; p = .002. However, in
the illegitimate condition, the effect of identification turned positive, β = .41,
t(65) = 2.13; p = .04. Therefore, when a reliable in-group sample accepted the
disadvantage, low identifiers (vs. high) were more willing to approve radical ac-
tion. However, high identifiers were more ready to support radical action if a
large sample rejected the disadvantage, thus where they could rely on the in-group
support. Furthermore, in the legitimate and small sample condition, we found no
effect of identification, β = .07, t(65) = .25; p = .80. However identification neg-
atively predicted the approval of radical collective action when a small in-group
sample rejected the disadvantage, β = −.46, t(65) = −2.40; p = .01.

Regarding the willingness to participate in radical action, we found a
similar three-way interaction Sample size x Legitimacy x Group Identification,
F (1, 65) = 7.10, p = .01, η2 = .10. As before, under large sample size
conditions, group identification negatively predicted the willingness to participate
in radical action, but only when the in-group legitimized the disadvantage,
β = −.70, t(65) = −3.02; p = .004, not in the illegitimate condition,
where the effect of identification showed a similar pattern as the previous
variable, β = .35, t(65) = 1.74; p = .08 (see Figure 1). We did not find
any significant effect of group identification under small sample conditions.
Therefore, low identifiers seemed to support radical action to a greater extent
than high identifiers when a large sample of the group showed its acceptance
of the disadvantaged situation (see Table 1 for further details). Across measures
there were no reliable two-way interactions for the small sample conditions, so
the one significant slope found should be interpreted with caution.

Discussion

In line with our hypothesis, we found that low identifiers endorsed radi-
cal collective action to a greater extent than high identifiers, and particularly
when a large in-group sample accepted and legitimized the disadvantage. We
explain the negative relation between group identification and support for radical
action in part by focusing on group image or positive social identity, in line with
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Table 1. Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and Effect of Group Identification (Group Id.) per
Condition in Studies 1 and 2

Study 1 Large sample Small sample

Legitimacy Illegitimacy Legitimacy Illegitimacy

Intention to approve radical CA
M 2.06 2.29 1.85 2
SD 1.83 2.32 1.26 1.77
Group Id. −.67** .42† −.13 −.48*

Intention to take radical CA
M 1.1 1.98 1.33 1.7
SD 1.69 2.26 .93 1.84
Group Id. −.73*** .34 .01 −.15

Study 2 Dependency Non-dependency

Legitimacy Illegitimacy Legitimacy Illegitimacy

Intention to approve radical CA
M 1.85 2.01 1.77 1.54
SD 1.15 1.26 .93 .76
Group Id. .17 −.20 −.56* −.43**

Intention to take radical CA
M 1.22 1.52 1.27 1.13
SD .67 .06 .71 .52
Group Id. .20 −.31* −.77** −.46*

†p <.10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979): high identifiers are more concerned
with their group reputation and image than low identifiers. The flipside of the coin
is that low identifiers should be more willing to endorse radical action as they are
less group-invested and have less to lose than high identifiers from compromis-
ing group identity. Thus, they follow a nothing-to-lose rationale, which is based
around instrumental, cost-benefit reasoning (see Spears et al., 2015).

The fact that low identifiers are more committed to radical action might at first
sight seem paradoxical. Note, however, that although low identifiers may be less
committed to the group (by definition), this does not mean they are less motivated
to get something out of the situation, and this does not preclude recourse to
radical options. Note too that low (vs. high) identifiers showed higher support for
radical action precisely when a large in-group sample framed the disadvantage as
legitimate, thus under the most desperate conditions. Although group identification
also had a negative effect under the illegitimate and small sample condition, this
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effect was not replicated on the second, participation measure, so we should be
cautious about interpreting this further. By contrast, high identifiers were most
likely to support radical action when the in-group perceived the disadvantage as
illegitimate, and forthcoming from a large and reliable sample: in this condition
the relation between group identification and radical action reversed. This suggests
that radical action could become acceptable, even for high identifiers, but only
when there is clear in-group consensus about the perceived injustice (i.e., in line
with classical social identity theory predictions). This is further evidence that the
process is identity-driven for high identifiers: they respond to the call of their
group rather than react against it. For low identifiers, by contrast, the aim is not to
fight for the in-group, but to obtain something from a hopeless situation, perhaps
by any means necessary.

In order to further develop this line of reasoning based on the nothing-to-lose
rationale, the aim of Study 2 was to further examine the predictors of radical
collective action by introducing a context in which the participants (and especially
low identifiers) might have “something to lose.”

Study 2

In the second study, we decided to approach the nothing-to-lose versus social
identity theory explanations for our effects, for low and high identifiers, respec-
tively, from another angle. Whereas in the previous study we used a manipulation
to convey lack of social support (relevant to appraisals of how desperate the sit-
uation was) in this study we manipulated a factor designed to affect appraisal
of whether group members have something (vs. nothing) to lose (i.e., a second
key ingredient of the nothing-to-lose mindset). Here, the relationship between the
in-group and the out-group is particularly relevant. Specifically we employed a
dependency or power manipulation, such that in one condition the in-group was
to some extent dependent on the out-group for its outcomes and in another they
were not. Having a degree of dependency on the out-group means that it may be
important to take into account how you act in the eyes of the out-group because of
their power of sanction: they could punish non-normative radical behavior for ex-
ample (Klein, Spears, & Reicher, 2007; Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 1995; see also
Ashburn-Nardo, Blanchar, & Petersson, 2014, for a gender-based disadvantaged
this should be disadvantaged (ended with d), right perspective). This is similar to
the reasoning about status stability in the nothing-to-lose effect (Scheepers et al.,
2006; Spears et al., 2015): both instability and dependency give the group some-
thing to gain (e.g., by being nice to the out-group) and therefore also something
to lose (if they are nasty and incur the out-group’s wrath). Thus, this dependency
should make group members more wary of endorsing radical action. However,
there should be more scope for radical action under non-dependency conditions
when the out-group has no power over the in-group, leaving the in-group to act in
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line with its interests. Once again we expect that the predicted effect of dependency
will be particularly relevant for low identifiers, given that they are most predicted
to endorse the radical strategy (given their focus on interests rather than identity).

We also manipulated the perceived legitimacy of the disadvantaged among
the in-group, shown to be a critical moderator in the previous study. Because
legitimacy communicates the degree of support one might expect from the in-group
it might operate in conjunction with dependency. Specifically, high dependency,
combined with in-group perceptions of legitimate disadvantage, provided the
least optimal conditions for radical action (i.e., something-to-lose and no expected
support). Note that this prediction might be seen contradictory to results shown
in the previous study, where we found higher radical action tendencies among
low identifiers when a large in-group sample legitimized the disadvantage. The
fundamental difference here is that in Study 1, endorsing radical action without
relying on the in-group support did not imply further negative consequences from
the out-group. In this case, however, the aftermath of radical action could have
clear negative consequences under out-group dependency, as the out-group could
punish the in-group (i.e., something-to-lose) and, in addition, in-group support
would be missing. In this sense, we argue that dependency on the out-group might
change the relevance of lacking in-group support when taking radical action,
because out-group dependence means there is something to lose.

Once again these considerations should be most likely to affect low identifiers
who are predicted to be most sensitive to the nothing-to-lose rationale. In addition,
in line with previous results, we expect high identifiers to be more concerned about
tarnishing the group image by supporting radical action; therefore their support
for radical action should remain relatively low, irrespective of dependency on the
out-group, which is largely irrelevant to the reputation of the in-group. Although
out-group dependency could alert the in-group to how they are seen by the out-
group, since high identifiers’ concern is to protect the in-group image in general,
this dependency should not add much further to this effect. In Study 2, we tested
these general predictions.

Design and Procedure

Participants were 117 Psychology students (97 women; mean age 18.80) at
the University of Granada (UGR), who received course credits for their participa-
tion. They were randomly assigned to one of the conditions in a 2 (Legitimacy:
legitimate vs. illegitimate) × 2 (Dependency: dependency vs. non-dependency)
between participants factorial design with identification as an additional continu-
ous factor.

We used a fictitious scenario regarding the university’s annual investments
for each faculty. As Study 1, we created a disadvantaged in-group situation,
namely, that Psychology students had received a smaller investment quota than
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Medicine students. As Study 1 we maintained the out-group legitimacy regarding
the disadvantage (the Medicine students’ perspective) as constant and manipulated
whether Psychology also students’ legitimized (legitimacy) or not (illegitimacy)
the disadvantage using stereotypical reasons. This was based on the Psychology
students stereotype (e.g., warmth, raver, sociable, etc.), which was pretested prior
to running the study (N = 23). Furthermore, the text explained that, in order to get
students involved in the running of the university, the university allowed them to
choose how to invest a certain amount of the funding received. However, depending
on condition, this decision varied in terms of the body responsible for it. In the
dependency condition, both Psychology and Medicine students (i.e., together
the health sciences) were in charge of deciding how to invest the money that
was exclusively designated for Psychology students. This rendered Psychology
dependent on the power of the Medical students (a larger faculty) who could
outvote them in terms of how the money was allocated. Specifically, this went
against the Psychology students’ interest with regard to a conference on potential
future careers for health science students that had traditionally been organized
by Psychology students. The text stated that this year, Medicine students were
also interested in hosting the conference, and moreover they could outvote the
Psychology students to do so. By contrast, in the non-dependency conditions only
Psychology students themselves decided how they would invest their quota. In this
case, although Medicine students were interested in the conference, this decision
only depended on Psychology students, who were free to decide how they would
invest the funding.

To check our manipulations, participants rated the extent to which Psychology
students accepted their disadvantaged situation as just, and whether they were
independent from other students when deciding about their funding (two items,
r = .93; 1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). We used the same items as in
Study 1 to measure group identification (α = .87), and participants’ readiness to
approve and participate in radical action (α = .65; α = .72; respectively).

Results

Manipulation checks. To test the effect of our manipulations, we ran a 2
(Legitimacy: legitimate vs. illegitimate) × 2 (Dependency: dependency vs. non-
dependency) ANOVA, on the legitimacy check, finding a main effect of legitimacy,
F (1, 110) = 442.88, p < .001. Participants in the legitimate condition reported
that the in-group framed the disadvantage as “just” to a greater extent, (M = 6.17,
SD = 1.10) than participants in the illegitimate condition (M = 1.49, SD = 1.25).
The effect of dependency and the interaction of legitimacy and dependency were
not significant, Fs < 1, ns. We ran similar analyses on the average of the two
dependency checks as dependent variable, showing a main effect of dependency,
F (1, 109) = 321.35, p < .001. Specifically, participants in the non-dependency
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conditions perceived the in-group as more independent of the out-group (M =
6.38, SD = .96), than participants in the dependency conditions (M = 2.11, SD =
1.55). Analysis did not show other significant effects, Fs < 1, ns.

Main results. Furthermore, to test the effect of the manipulations on sup-
port for radical collective action, separate ANOVAs with legitimacy and depen-
dency as factors and with group identification as a centered continuous predictor
was conducted on the willingness to approve and to participate in radical action.

Regarding the approval of radical action, we only found a marginal main effect
of identification, showing a negative effect on this variable, F (1,105) = 3.31, p
= .07, η2 = .03; β = − .25, p < .01 (standardized coefficients are reported in all
regression analyses). That is, high identifiers tended to approve radical action less
than low identifiers. Although analysis did not show any other significant result
(Fs < 1, ns), note that the effect of group identification across conditions is similar
to the results found for the willingness to participate in radical action described
next (see Table 1, lower panel).

Regarding the willingness to participate in radical action, analysis again
showed a main effect of group identification, F (1,105) = 6.43, p = .01, η2

= .06, showing a negative effect, β = − .33, p < .001. We also found two
marginal two-way interactions: first Dependency × Legitimacy, F (1,105) = 3.58,
p = .06, η2 = .03, showing that, although there was no significant differences
in the non-dependency condition, F (1,105) = 1.51, p = .22, participants in the
dependency and illegitimate condition were more willing to engage in radical col-
lective action (M = 1.52, SD = 1.06) than individuals in the legitimate condition
(M = 1.13, SD = .52), F (1,105) = 5.97, p = .02. This might indicate that, under
dependency conditions, appraisals of illegitimacy are needed in order to support
radical action, whereas legitimacy perceptions seem to be less relevant under non-
dependency conditions, where there should be more scope for radical action. Sec-
ond, a marginal Dependency × Group identification interaction, F (1,105) = 3.64,
p = .06, η2 = .03, showing a negative effect of identification in the non-dependency
condition, which turned marginal in the dependency condition: β = −.40,
t(105) = −3.34; p = .001; β = −.26, t(105) = −1.90; p = .06, respectively.
In line with our hypothesis, this indicated that low identifiers (vs. high) were more
willing to engage in radical action, especially under non-dependency conditions,
when there is nothing-to-lose given that the in-group is independent from the
out-group (see Table 1 for further details).

These interactions were further qualified by a three-way interaction: Legit-
imacy × Dependency × Group identification, F (1,105) = 4.02, p = .05, η2 =
.04. Further analyses (see Aiken & West, 1991) showed that, in the dependency
conditions low identifiers were more willing than high identifiers to endorse rad-
ical action, but only under illegitimate conditions, β = −.37, t(105) = −2.51;
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Fig. 1. Willingness to approve in radical action by high and low identifiers participants in the large
and small sample conditions, as a function legitimacy.

Fig. 2. Willingness to engage in radical action by high and low identifiers participants in the non-
dependency and dependency conditions, as a function of legitimacy.

p = .01. There was no effect of identification in the legitimate dependent condi-
tion, β = .24, t(105) = .84; p = .40. Thus when the in-group depended on the
privileged out-group, low identifiers only supported radical action to a greater ex-
tent than high identifiers when the in-group did not accept the disadvantage. Under
non-dependency conditions, the level of group identification negatively predicted
willingness to engage in radical action, albeit more strongly in the legitimate than
in the illegitimate condition, (β = −.59, t(105) = −2.45; p = .01; β = −.35, t(105)
= −2.62; p = .01). Therefore, in line with our hypothesis, in the non-dependency
conditions low identifiers were always more willing to participate in radical ac-
tion than high identifiers, especially when the in-group saw the disadvantage as
legitimate (see Figure 2).
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Discussion

In this study, we aimed to gain further evidence that endorsement of rad-
ical action to contest a group disadvantage was stronger among low than high
group identifiers. This was confirmed for the readiness to participate measure
(although the overall pattern was very similar on the approval measure). By ma-
nipulating the dependence of the in-group on the out-group for outcomes, we also
attempted to test our interpretation that low identifiers would endorse radical action
more because they have little to lose by doing so, whereas high identifiers, who
are invested in the group, were more likely to reject radical action, presumably,
because of the damage it could do to the in-group’s image. The rationale here
was that depending on the out-group means that in-group members could have
“something to lose” given the power of the out-group to sanction or punish non-
normative action. This is similar to the argument that status instability (Scheepers
et al., 2006; Spears et al., 2015) undermines a nothing-to-lose mindset by giving
low status groups the possibility of change (in line with social identity theory
predictions); in the present case the potential for out-group punishment in the de-
pendency condition provides the possibility of “something to lose.” We argued that
low identifiers are more susceptible to this effect because they are less concerned
to protect the group image: the nothing-to-lose strategy reflects a cost-benefit anal-
ysis (“why not try this if all else fails?”) that neglects any deleterious effects on
group identity. This was supported by a near significant (p = .06) two-way inter-
action between dependency and identification, which showed a stronger negative
effect of identification in the non-dependency condition (nothing-to-lose).

This interaction was further qualified by the three-way interaction with the le-
gitimacy manipulation: we found that higher endorsement of radical action among
low identifiers was relatively consistent across conditions with the exception of
the dependency condition in which the in-group accepted their disadvantage as
legitimate.

We expected the dependency to undermine the nothing-to-lose mindset and
this indeed occurred for low identifiers when the in-group accepted the group
disadvantage as legitimate. However, somewhat unexpectedly, the negative rela-
tion between identification and radical action was maintained in the dependent
condition where the in-group did not accept the disadvantage. The reasons for this
effect are not clear although, albeit post hoc, it could be that the implied support
for resistance provides the efficacy to ignore the dependency on the out-group
(cf. Reicher et al., 1995). That this effect is associated with low identifiers is also
further evidence that high identifiers are more reluctant to consider radical behav-
ior (presumably because of identity concerns). In summary, although this specific
pattern was not predicted, high dependency was the only condition able to wipe
out the generally greater support for radical action among low identifiers that we
find otherwise, in line with the nothing-to-lose rationale.
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General Discussion

In the current research, we tested the effect of group identification and legit-
imacy perceptions on radical action. We found that those members who identify
with the in-group less strongly were, paradoxically perhaps, more willing to en-
dorse radical action than high identifiers. We argue that one explanation for this
difference is that extreme action could damage the in-group image, as it reflects
less socially acceptable behavior. For this reason, high identifiers, who are more
committed to the group, have something to lose when taking radical action. This is
in line with Kamans et al. (2015) who showed that members of high status groups
are concerned about the in-group high status and reputation, which leads to the
inhibition of radical action tendencies.

The flipside of this effect for high identifiers is that low identifiers have less
to lose by endorsing radical action, because they are less invested in their group
identity. However, this does not mean that they are unwilling to derive some
benefits from an otherwise disadvantageous situation. Radical action provides the
possibility of doing this while the cost of tarnishing group identity simply does
not weigh highly for them. For this reason, there are fewer impediments to low
identifiers endorsing radical action: they have nothing-to-lose.

The idea that people less committed to their group should nevertheless become
more committed to radical action seems paradoxical. What evidence is there to
support this analysis? The first point to reiterate is that commitment to the group
and commitment to radical action are two different things and, as we have argued,
the former may actually hinder the latter for high identifiers. However, even here,
there seem to be limits to this argument because, as Study 1 showed, when a large
and reliable in-group sample disputed the legitimacy of their group disadvantage,
high identifiers were more willing to countenance radical action. Presumably the
in-group support for appraisals of injustice may make radical action somewhat
more normative, and group image concerns less influential.

Our argument for low identifiers, by contrast, is that they are simply less con-
cerned with their social identity and thus the image of their group. This makes them
more amenable to the nothing-to-lose rationale that provides another explanation
for the support for radical action. The key features of this rationale are twofold:
(1) that the situation is perceived as quite desperate with few if any prospects for
change, such as stable low status (Scheepers et al., 2006; Spears et al., 2015) or
low power or group efficacy (Tausch et al., 2011); and related to this, (2) that the
course of action is such that things could not get worse by trying it (in other words
that there is nothing, rather than something, to lose by acting in this way).

In two studies, we provided manipulations that speak to these two features
of the nothing-to-lose scenario that were expected to make this strategy espe-
cially appealing to low identifiers. In Study 1, feedback that a large and reliable
sample accepted the group disadvantage as legitimate, should render the situation
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as particularly desperate (i.e., the condition with least hope for group resistance)
which indeed resulted in greater support for radical action among low identifiers
compared to other conditions (feature 1 above). In Study 2, making the in-group
dependent on the out-group, undermined the negative relation between identifica-
tion and radical action (i.e., by providing “something to lose”; feature 2 above).
Although this only occurred when the in-group accepted the disadvantage as legit-
imate, it could be that the social support implied by sense of illegitimacy provides
some hope of resistance despite the dependence on the out-group.

Overall, these findings support our argument that low identifiers are more
inclined to adopt a nothing-to-lose mindset than high identifiers. This analysis
thus helps to explain the apparent paradox of why people less committed to the
group, might be more prepared to commit it to a radical course of action.

Taking this pattern of results as a whole, we think that this research provides
a relatively novel theoretical contribution to the literature and one that is not easily
explained by the established approaches focused on collective action (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979; see Van Zomeren, Postmes, et al., 2008). For instance, social identity
theory focuses on appraisals of illegitimacy driving collective action, whereas we
show that perceptions of legitimacy are more likely to predict it (see also Jiménez-
Moya et al., 2015). The social identity approach also suggests identification to
positively predict collective action (van Zomeren, Postmes, et al., 2008) whereas
we predict and find a negative relation. A crucial difference in both cases is that
here we are concerned with radical or non-normative collective action, where (we
argue) different arguments apply.

We should also acknowledge some limitations of our research. First of all, for
practical and ethical reasons we did not measure real behavior regarding radical
collective action. Even though behavioral intentions are a good proxy for action,
measuring actual behavior would provide further evidence that low identifiers are
actually willing to endorse such action. Second, we need to provide more direct
evidence for some of the assumptions underlying the processes that we propose.
For example, although it is well established in the social identity literature that
high identifiers are more motivated to protect and maintain positive group image,
the claim that such concerns prevented them endorsing radical action was not
directly demonstrated in our research, nor was the assumption that low identifiers
were less encumbered by such concerns. Future research might therefore delve
deeper into these process aspects.

Social Implications

There is plenty of recent evidence for social groups taking radical action
against social injustice and in-group disadvantage. For instance, some Greek and
Spanish citizens who perceive the current economic and political system as cor-
rupt have started participating in radical action against their governments. This
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highlights the relevance of the study of radical collective action, in an attempt
to better understand how disadvantaged groups fight for equality sometimes by
extreme means. Our work has interesting implications for the understanding of
the processes underlying extremism because it is often assumed that only those
who are fanatically committed to the group would engage in such extreme action.
This research is the first of which we are aware that suggests that low identi-
fying group members may support radical action precisely because they lack a
commitment to the group. Note that such people may be just as much affected
by the disadvantageous social conditions (e.g., the economic crisis) but may not
necessarily harbor any great attachment to some of the group identities operating
in such crisis contexts (e.g., national identity, political parties, etc.). Indeed some
social activists may have quite dilettantish relation to some of the groups within
which they operate, seeing them in instrumental terms as vehicles for change,
perhaps serving other group or political agendas, or even as a route to personal
advancement or survival. Within this context it may seem acceptable to support
or engage in extreme actions without concern for how this reflects on the repu-
tation of the group in whose name it is conducted. Although Thomas and Louis
(2014) showed, as many would have suspected, that violent actions were seen less
effective and legitimate than non-violent actions, it has often been assumed that
such actions derive (as they may often do) from a passionate commitment to one’s
group identities and their political agendas. What our research seems to suggest
is that this assumption may often be mistaken, or at least partial. The motives
behind radical actions may both be cooler, more calculating and perhaps rational
on the one hand, but also less caring and committed to the groups in whose name
they are advanced on the other. In short, the motives and indeed people that form
the face of radical action may be more diverse than many academics and political
commentators have often supposed.
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Jiménez-Moya, G., Spears, R., Rodrı́guez-Bailón, R., & de Lemus, S. (2015). By any means necessary?
When and why low group identification paradoxically predicts radical collective action. Journal
of Social Issues, 71(3), 517–535.

Kamans, E., Spears, R., Otten, S., Gordijn, E., & Livingstone, A. G. (2015). Nothing-to-lose-strategies
for groups with low power and status: A problem focused way of coping with disadvantage.
Journal of Social Issues, 71(3), 517–535.

Klandermans, B. (1997). The social psychology of protest. Oxford: Blackwell.
Klandermans, B., Sabucedo, J. M., Rodrı́guez, M., & de Weerd, M. (2002). Identity processes in

collective action participation: Farmers’ identity and farmers’ protest in the Netherlands and
Spain. Political Psychology, 23, 235–251. doi: 10.1111/0162-895X.00280.

Klein, O., Spears, R., & Reicher, S. (2007). Social identity performance: Extending the strate-
gic side of the SIDE model. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 11, 28–45. doi:
10.1177/1088868306294588.

Kulich, C., Lorenzi-Cioldi, F., & Iacovello, V. (2015). Moving across status lines: Low concern for the
ingroup and group identification. Journal of Social Issues, 71(3), 453–475.

Leach, C. W., Van Zomeren, M., Zebel, S., Vliek, M. L. W., Pennekamp, S. F., Doosje, B., Ouwerkerk,
J. W., & Spears, R. (2008). Group-level self-definition and self-investment: A hierarchical (mul-
ticomponent) model of in-group identification. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
95(1), 144–165. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.95.1.144.

Morales, E., Garcı́a, L., Rodrı́guez-Bailón, R., & Moya, M. (2004). Predicción de estereotipos acerca
de diferentes regiones de España. Encuentros en Psicologı́a Social, 2(1), 293–297.

Olson, M. (1968). The logic of collective action: Public goods and the theory of groups. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Packer, D. J. (2008). On being both with us and against us: A normative conflict model
of dissent in social groups. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 12, 50–72. doi:
10.1177/1088868307309606.

Reicher, S. D., Spears, R., & Postmes, T. (1995). A social identity model of deindividuation phenomena.
European Review of Social Psychology, 6, 161–198. doi: 10.1080/14792779443000049.

Scheepers, D., Spears, R., Doosje, B., & Manstead, A. S. R. (2006). Diversity in in-group bias:
Structural factors, situational features, and social functions. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 90, 944–960. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.90.6.944.

Spears, R., Greenwood, R. M., de Lemus, S., & Sweetman, J. (2010). Legitimacy, social identity, and
power. In A. Guinote & T. K. Vescio (Eds.), The social psychology of power (pp. 251–283).
New York: The Guilford Press.

Spears, R., Scheepers, D., Van Zomeren, M., Tausch, N., & Gooch, H. (2015). Nothing to lose:
Desperate circumstances require desperate measures. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Stürmer, S., & Simon, B. (2004). Collective action: Towards a dual pathway model. In W. Stroebe
& M. Hewstone (Eds.), European review of social psychology (Vol. 15, pp. 59–99). Hove:
Psychology Press. doi: 10.1080/10463280340000117.

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. G. Austin &
S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations (pp. 33–47). Monterrey, CA:
Broods Cole.

Tausch, N., Becker, J. C., Spears, R., Christ, O., Saab, R., Singh, P., & Siddiqui, R. N. (2011).
Explaining radical group behavior: Developing emotion and efficacy routes to normative and
nonnormative collective action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101(1), 129–
148. doi: 10.1037/a0022728.



Predicting Radical Collective Action 535

Tausch, N., Saguy, T., & Bryson, J. (2015). How does intergroup contact affect social change? Its impact
on collective action and individual mobility intentions among members of a disadvantaged
group. Journal of Social Issues, 71(3), 536–553.

Thomas, E. F., & Louis, W. R. (2014). When will collective action be effective? Violent and non-violent
protests differentially influence social and political decision making. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 40(2), 263–276. doi: 10.1177/0146167213510525.

Van Zomeren, M., & Iyer, A. (2009). Introduction to the social and psychological dynamics of collective
action. Journal of Social Issues, 65(4), 645–660. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-4560.2009.01618.x.

Van Zomeren, M., Postmes, T., & Spears, R. (2008). Toward an integrative social identity model of
collective action: A quantitative research synthesis of three socio-psychological perspectives.
Psychological Bulletin, 134(4), 504–535. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.134.4.504.

Van Zomeren, M., Spears, R., Fischer, A. H., & Leach, C. W. (2004). Put your money where your mouth
is! Explaining collective action tendencies through group-based anger and group efficacy. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87(5), 649–664. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.87.5.649.

Van Zomeren, M., Spears, R., & Leach, C.W. (2008). Exploring psychological mechanisms of collective
action: Does relevance of group identity influence how people cope with collective disadvan-
tage? British Journal of Social Psychology, 47, 353–372. doi: 10.1348/014466607×231091.

Wright, S. C. (1997). Ambiguity, social influence, and collective action: generating collective protest
in response to tokenism. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23, 1277–1290. doi:
10.1177/01461672972312005.

Wright, S. C., Taylor, D. M., & Moghaddam, F. M. (1990). The relationship of perceptions and
emotions to behavior in the face of collective inequality. Social Justice Research, 4, 229–250.
doi: 10.1007/BF01048399.
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