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Abstract

We propose that people can and will infer group memberships from resource distributions, and that these distributions

have implications for people’s understandings of the groups themselves and their own associations with these groups.

We derive hypotheses from social identity and self-categorization theories, and test them in three experiments. In

Experiment 1, participants systematically rated specific patterns of group memberships as more likely than others

in light of specific resource distributions in a manner consistent with our predictions. In Experiment 2, intragroup

distributive fairness led to greater perceived self-in-group similarity than intra-group distributive unfairness, while

distributively unfair, in-group favouritism led to greater perceived self-in-group similarity than intergroup fairness. In

Experiment 3, social identification dropped following unfair, out-group favouritism and intragroup unfairness, but not

unfair, in-group favouritism, or intragroup and intergroup fairness. The current data provide support for our hypotheses

and clear evidence that resource distributions can be providers of group membership information. Copyright # 2008

John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
It is now well established that the relative fairness of people’s resource distributions is affected by both normative rules

(e.g. Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1976) and other social psychological variables, including the nature of the social

relationship between distributors and outcome recipients. So, not surprisingly, fairness tends to dominate in close

interpersonal relationships more so than in relationships of acquaintances and enemies (e.g. Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson,

1991; Hewstone, Argyle, & Furnham, 1982). Even when recipients are personally unknown, distributions vary as a

function of psychologically real, but apparently trivial, ad hoc, social categories. In Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, and Flament’s

(1971) research, for example, fairness dominated distributions within minimal groups, regardless of whether these groups

were in-groups or out-groups. In the same study, however, unfair, in-group favouritism dominated intergroup resource

distributions.

In the current paper, we shift the distributive fairness research in a new direction. Rather than asking how distributions

are affected by group memberships, we ask whether psychological group memberships are affected by resource

distributions. In doing so, we consider the proposition that resource distributions enhance the salience of shared group

memberships, and serve in the psychological creation and maintenance of these group memberships. Our empirical goal is

thus the examination of the social-psychological consequences of resource distributions. We derive our hypotheses from

self-categorization and social identity theories. Of course, we recognize that similar hypotheses can be derived from other

frameworks (e.g. Heider, 1958; Lind & Tyler, 1988); our goal, however, is not to differentiate between theoretical

frameworks, but simply to initiate an empirical and theoretical analysis.
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Group memberships as outcomes of resource distributions 837
Distributive Fairness and Social Category Salience

Within self-categorization theory (SCT; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), the relative salience of social

categories is determined, in part, by two forms of category fit. One type of fit is comparative fit. Simply put, to the degree

that situationally-salient attributes lead people to perceive targets as relatively similar, these targets are more likely to be

categorized together; the opposite is assumed to hold when situationally-salient attributes lead people to perceive targets as

relatively dissimilar (Blanz, 1999). In the context of resource distributions, one likely outcome of not differentiating

between people—that is, treating them the same—is enhanced perceptions of similarity between the targets and, hence,

enhanced perceptions of shared category membership. Differentiation is likely to enhance perceptions of dissimilarity and

membership in different categories. This analysis is based solely on perceptual attributes, so that, for example, perceivers

will be less likely to differentiate perceptually two people being paid identically (or whose input-to-outcome ratios are

identical) than two people being paid differently.

The second type of fit outlined in SCT is that of normative fit. Here, targets are likely to be categorized together to the

degree that their situationally salient attributes are associated in ways that are expected (e.g. Klauer & Ehrenberg, 2005).

To the degree that perceivers expect members of the same group to be treated equally (e.g. based upon normative principles

of fairness; Deutsch, 1975), then perceived shared group membership is a likely outcome of equal treatment. By contrast,

these same expectations are likely to lead to perceptions of different group memberships following differential treatment.

We note also, however, that people may hold expectations of favouritism toward in-group members (Blanz, Mummendey,

& Otten, 1997), so that shared group membership may be inferred between an unfair distributor and those he or she

favours.
Distributive Fairness, Social Identification and Group Commitment

In terms of group maintenance, social identity theory (SIT) outlines processes affecting enhanced social identification

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and group commitment (e.g. Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999a). For example, within

specific contexts, group members’ motives for favourable social identities can lead them to make in-group favouring

resource distributions, even if the distributions are unfair (e.g. Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979). Such distributions have

been shown to enhance both personal (Lemyre & Smith, 1985) and group-based (Chin & McClintock, 1993) self-esteem.

In-group-favouring distributions are thus viewed as one means by which identification with, and commitment to, one’s

in-group are enhanced. Moreover, obscuring the salient group memberships through equal treatment between them may

actually have the effect of reducing social identification and group commitment (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000).

An important counter-point to the above, however, is that SIT does not predict distributive unfairness as a necessary

outcome of intergroup relations. The critical process is that of creating or enhancing a favourable standing of the in-group

relative to out-groups. That can occur through distributive in-group favouritism. However, to the degree that in-group

favouring distributions are unfair, such behaviour can also reflect poorly upon the group, thus undermining strivings for

enhanced social identification. It is certainly true that in-group norms of fairness can lead to fair intergroup behaviour

(Jetten, Spears, & Manstead, 1996). And people prefer to see their own enduring (Boldizar & Messick, 1988) and ad

hoc laboratory (Platow, McClintock, & Liebrand, 1990) groups as fairer than others—a form of evaluative in-group

favouritism. Thus, although potentially obscuring salient group memberships and reducing social identification, inter

group distributive fairness could have the opposite effect of instantiating a group norm or, in itself, enhancing perceived

differentiation (‘We’re fairer than them’) and, hence, enhancing social identification and group commitment.
Overview of the Current Empirical Analyses

Using SCT and SIT as our theoretical bases, we currently propose that resource distributions between individuals make

salient specific group memberships, and that group memberships can be inferred from the nature of the distribution of

resources between individuals. This really restates our view that resource distributions serve as one of many situational

cues to psychological group membership. We examined this proposition in three experiments. Experiment 1 served as an

initial test of our ideas in which we presented participants with hypothetical work situations in which money was
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distributed between self and another worker; participants rated the likelihood of various patterns of group membership

between themselves and the other workers in the situation. Experiment 2 assessed perceived self-in-group similarity as

a proxy for relative self-category salience (McGarty & Turner, 1992). Finally, in Experiment 3, we measured group

commitment and social identification in the context of independently manipulated group memberships.
EXPERIMENT 1
In this experiment, we employed a simple judgmental context to learn whether people would use the fairness of resource

distributions at all as a cue to group memberships. We examined three related hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Normative distributive fairness implies a shared group membership between the person behaving fairly

and those who are subject to this fairness.

Hypothesis 2a: Normative distributive unfairness implies a shared group membership between the person behaving

unfairly and those who are favoured by this unfairness.

Hypothesis 2b: Normative distributive unfairness implies different group memberships between the person behaving

unfairly and those who are unfavoured by this unfairness.
Method

Participants and Design

Undergraduate university students (N¼ 177, median age¼ 18 years) were each randomly assigned to one of three

between-subjects distribution conditions: normatively fair, self-favouring, other-favouring. Participation was in partial

fulfilment of a course requirement.
Materials and Procedure

Participants read a brief hypothetical vignette, and then responded to a series of questions about it. In all conditions, the

vignette presented a work situation, stating:

Chris, Robin and you each worked on an identical project. Upon completion, your employer asked each one of you,

privately and confidentially, how you thought each other should be paid. To do this, Chris, Robin and you were each

asked your opinions about how to distribute a hypothetical $30 between your co-workers. Chris, Robin and you do not

differ in how much each needs the money. The employer obviously did not ask each person their [sic] opinions about

how much they themselves should get because the employer did not want people to just give themselves everything.

Participants were then informed that they had worked twice as long as Chris, the same amount as Chris or half as long as

Chris. This was followed by information that Robin had suggested paying participants: (1) $20 and Chris $10, or (2) $15

and Chris $15 or (3) $10 and Chris $20. The work and pay manipulations formed a single ‘fairness’ variable with three

levels: (1) fair, (2) self-favouring and (3) other-favouring. The fair condition contained the three equitable situations of

pay-to-work (e.g. equal work–equal pay); the self-favouring condition contained the three inequitable situations of

pay-to-work favouring self (e.g. equal work–self paid more); and the other-favouring condition contained the three

inequitable situations of pay-to-work favouring other (e.g. equal work–other paid more).
Copyright # 2008 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 38, 836–851 (2008)
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Participants were then reminded that people belong to a variety of groups, and were presented with the patterns in

Figure 1 (counter-balanced in a Latin Square design), being informed that the targets within the circles and ovals were in

the ‘same group’. Participants then rated the likelihood of each pattern in light of the vignette (1¼ ‘extremely unlikely’;

9¼ ‘extremely likely’).

Participants then responded to the question, ‘How fair would you say that Robin’s opinion was about the distribution of

money between Chris and you?’ (1¼ ‘extremely unfair’; 9¼ ‘extremely fair’). Finally, they were presented with two
Figure 1. The five different patterns of group membership presented to participants in Experiment 1. Note that the verbal descriptions
did not accompany the patterns in the experiment

Copyright # 2008 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 38, 836–851 (2008)
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multiple-choice questions prefaced with, ‘Without looking at the [vignette], which of the following is true based on the

situation described?’ The first question measured memory for the amount of work conducted with the following responses:

‘It was stated that Chris and you worked an equal amount,’ ‘It was stated that Chris worked more than you,’ ‘It was stated

that you worked more than Chris’ and ‘It was never stated how much each person worked’. The second question measured

memory for the actual distribution with the following responses: ‘It was stated that Robin thought that Chris and you

should be paid an equal amount,’ ‘It was stated that Robin thought that Chris should be paid more than you,’ ‘It was stated

that Robin thought that you should be paid more than Chris’ and ‘It was never stated how much Robin thought Chris and

you should be paid’. All participants were then fully debriefed.
Results

An expectation maximization method was used to replace rating-scale missing values (n¼ 2).
Manipulation Checks

Twenty-six participants incorrectly responded to at least one of the memory manipulation-check questions. Logistic

regressions for each question revealed no systematic pattern of incorrect responding as a function of our manipulations.

We removed these participants from the analyses below, although analyses including these participants yielded identical

patterns of results.

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) conducted on the fairness item was significant, F(2, 148)¼ 139.99, p< .001,

partial h2¼ .65. Participants rated the fair distributions as more fair (M¼ 6.93, SEM¼ .21) than either the self-favouring

(M¼ 2.46, SEM¼ .22) or other-favouring distributions (M¼ 2.54, SEM¼ .22), ps< .001 with a Bonferroni correction.

The latter two conditions did not statistically significantly differ from each other.
Likely Group Memberships

A 3 (fairness condition)� 5 (group membership pattern) mixed ANOVAwas conducted on participants’ likelihood ratings

of each of the five different patterns of group memberships. The main effect for group membership pattern was statistically

significant (F(4, 592)¼ 3.85, p< .01, partial h2¼ .03); this was qualified by the fairness by group membership pattern

interaction (F(8, 592)¼ 15.54, p< .001, partial h2¼ .17). The fairness main effect was non-significant, F(2, 148)¼ 1.47,

p¼ .23. Table 1 presents the means and standard errors within each cell, and the results of repeated-measures one-way

ANOVAs within each fairness condition.

In the fair condition, the pair-wise contrasts showed that the likelihood ratings of ‘one group’ differed significantly from

the ‘self-exclusion’ and the ‘self-with-other-recipient’ patterns ( ps< .01 with a Bonferroni correction), although it did not

differ not from ‘individuals’ or ‘self-with-distributor’ patterns. As a more direct test of H1, the ‘one-group’ pattern was the

only group membership pattern to receive a mean likelihood rating greater than the scale mid-point, p< .01.
Table 1. Experiment 1 F-statistics, degrees of freedom, partial h2s for one-way ANOVAs on the likelihood ratings of each group
membership pattern within each fairness condition, along with the means and standard errors (in parentheses)

Group membership patterns

Fairness condition F df Partial h2 Individuals Self-exclusion
Self with
distributor

Self with
other recipient

One
group

Fair 4.73 4, 208 .08 5.23 (.33) 4.53 (.30) 5.34 (.30) 4.60 (.31) 5.98�� (.32)
Self-favouring 14.10 4, 188 .23 4.31 (.36) 3.60��� (.28) 6.53��� (.32) 4.27� (.28) 5.32 (.37)
Other-favouring 15.97 4, 196 .25 5.22 (.33) 6.24��� (.29) 3.28��� (.31) 4.36� (.26) 4.52 (.31)

�Significantly different than the scale mid-point (scale point of 5), p< .05. ��Significantly different than the scale mid-point, p< .01. ���Significantly
different than the scale mid-point, p< .001.
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In the self-favouring condition, the likelihood ratings of ‘self-with-distributor’ were significantly higher than all

patterns (ps< .01 with a Bonferroni correction) except ‘one group’; the likelihood ratings of the ‘self-exclusion’ pattern

were also significantly lower than ‘one group’. And in the other-favouring condition, the likelihood ratings of the

‘self-exclusion’ group-membership pattern were significantly higher than all patterns ( ps< .01 with a Bonferroni

correction) except ‘individuals’; the likelihood ratings of ‘self-with-distributor’ were significantly lower than all patterns

except ‘self-with-other-recipient’. As a more direct test of H2a, the ‘self-with-distributor’ pattern in the self-favouring

condition, and the ‘self-exclusion’ pattern in the other-favouring condition were the only ones significantly greater than

the scale mid-point, ps< .001. Finally, as a more direct test of H2b, the ‘self-exclusion’ pattern in the self-favouring

condition, and the ‘self-with-distributor’ pattern in the other-favouring condition were significantly lower than the scale

mid-point, ps< .001. Moreover, self-with-other-recipient patterns were also seen as relatively unlikely in the unfair

conditions, ps< .05.
Discussion

The results of this study are straightforward. Participants recognized normative fairness as fair, and normative unfairness

as unfair. However, consistent with the hypotheses, the resource distributions also had systematic group-membership

meanings for participants. Participants inferred group memberships from the nature of the resource distributions in ways

consistent with our analysis. Moreover, the inference of shared group memberships, while related to relative fairness

perceptions, were not a simple restatement of fairness. Although straightforward, we also wish not to overstate these

findings. What we have shown, and what we set out to show, is that people can and will infer group memberships from

resource distributions. Our point is simple: resource distributions can and will serve as cues to group membership.
EXPERIMENT 2
Experiment 2 continued our analysis by examining the psychological impact of resource distributions on the relative

salience of one’s own group membership. Of course, the relative salience of different group memberships naturally varies

across social contexts (Fiske, 1998). In some contexts, the nature of a priori group memberships may be relatively

non-salient, so that the resource distributions themselves serve as the only (or primary) cues, as in Experiment 1. In other

contexts, however, such group memberships will be salient, and the distributions will overlay them—either concordantly

or discordantly. In this latter instance, the distributions can either enhance further or decrease the relative salience of these

‘already-salient’ group memberships. Specifying the particular (concordant or discordant) pattern of distributive fairness

and unfairness relative to the ‘already-salient’ group memberships thus becomes relatively important. Stated another way,

it matters to perceivers whether fairness or unfairness obtains between groups (Platow, O’Connell, Shave, & Hanning,

1995). We thus propose that:

Hypothesis 3: Normatively fair distributions within ‘already-salient’ group memberships (i.e. ones for which other cues

are present), and normatively unfair distributions between groups will further enhance (e.g. confirm and clarify) the

salience of these group memberships.
To test H4, we employed a measure of perceived self-in-group similarity. We did this under the assumption that

overlaying extant group memberships with specific distributions can provide additional information corroborating them.

This additional information can clarify the group membership through enhanced comparative fit. And one consequence of

such clarification should be an accentuation of perceived intra-category similarity (McGarty & Turner, 1992).

In Experiment 2, we also modified our paradigm slightly by removing participants themselves from the distributive

context; although they were associated with a salient social group, they were neither outcome recipients nor distributors.

This empirical strategy allowed testing the SCT process of depersonalization, a shift in self-perception from being a

unique individual to being a group member (Onorato & Turner, 2002). It is associated with perceptions of oneself as
Copyright # 2008 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 38, 836–851 (2008)
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‘identical, similar, equivalent, interchangeable’ (Turner et al., 1987, p. 44) with other in-group members. And it is through

this mechanism that we can predict that behaviour—including distributive behaviour—affecting fellow in-group

members will affect not only perceptions of the nature of the group itself, but perceptions of one’s own relationship

with that group (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). We thus sought to observe variability in salience of an

‘already-salient’ group by measuring self-in-group similarity among participants observing intragroup and intergroup

distributive behaviour, but who were not personally part of it.
Method

Participants and Design

Australian undergraduate students (N¼ 67) participated in partial fulfilment of a course requirement. The median age was

21 years. Each participant was randomly assigned to one condition of a 2 (salient social context: intragroup/

intergroup)� 2 (nature of the resource distribution: person A> person B/person A¼ person B) between participants

factorial design. In the salient intergroup contexts, ‘person A’ was an in-group member and ‘person B’ was an out-group

member. We also recruited a separate sample of 25 Australian undergraduate students to obtain a baseline measure of

perceived self-in-group similarity.
Materials and Procedure

Australia served as the in-group for the current experiment; to confirm that this a meaningful social category, we first

measured social identification using the following eight items: (1) ‘Being Australian is unimportant to my sense of what

kind of person I am’ (reverse scored), (2) ‘Overall, being Australian has very little to do with how I feel about myself’

(reverse scored), (3) ‘Overall, I often feel that being an Australian is not worthwhile’ (reverse scored), (4) ‘Being

Australian is an important reflection of who I am,’ (5) ‘In general, I’m glad to be an Australian,’ (6) ‘Being an Australian is

an important part of my identity,’ (7) ‘I feel good about Australia’ and (8) ‘I often regret being Australian’ (reverse scored).

These items were modified from ones used by Doosje, Ellemers, and Spears (1995); Ellemers et al. (1999a); Hinkle,

Taylor, Fox-Cardamone, and Crook (1989) and Luhtanen and Crocker (1992).1

Participants then read a vignette in which ‘Chris Watson, a senior Australian experimenter’ was said to have received

$20 000 from the Australian Research Council. Two potential recipients of the money from Chris were then introduced. In

the salient intragroup context, the text read:

Two post-doctoral researchers from Melbourne [Australia], Pat Collins and Robin Jenkins, are working with Chris on

this research. Both Pat and Robin are paid the same standard salary by the university. Despite not differing in their

needs, they each submitted to Chris an application for additional funding to carry out data collection.

In the salient intergroup context, ‘Robin Jenkins’ in the above text was replaced with ‘François Chevautier, a French

researcher from Lyon’. Following this text, Chris Watson was described as either distributing $10 000 to each applicant, or

$15 000 to Pat Collins and $5000 to Robin Jenkins/François Chevautier (depending on the salient social-context condition).

Following this text was a series of real and filler (e.g. ‘I think that experimenters should be allowed to allocate their

grants in the manner they believe is most appropriate’.) questions. As a resource-distribution manipulation check,

participants responded to the question, ‘How fair do you think the senior experimenter described in the story (i.e. Chris

Watson) was?’ (1¼ ‘very unfair’; 7¼ ‘very fair’). As our measure of enhanced group membership salience, participants

responded to the following two questions: (1) ‘Overall, I think that I am different from the average Australian’ (reverse

scored), and (2) ‘Overall, I think that I am similar to the average Australian’. Responses to these latter two questions

were made on 7-point scales (1¼ ‘strongly disagree’; 7¼ ‘strongly agree’). Finally, participants responded to two

multiple-choice memory checks about the vignette: (1) ‘Who received more money? (a) Pat Collins (Australian), (b)
1Social identification was neither a statistically significant independent or interactive predictor of perceived self-in-group similarity.
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Robin Jenkins (Australian) [François Chevautier (French)], (c) both received the same’ and (2) ‘The post-doctoral

researchers in the above story were: (a) both Australian, (b) both French, (c) one Australian, one French’.

Upon completion, all participants were fully debriefed.

Results and Discussion

One participant incorrectly answered the first memory check on the nature of the distribution. This participant was

excluded from the analyses below. A mean of the eight social identification items was calculated for each participant

(a¼ .82). Participants overall had relatively high levels of social identification with Australia, with the mean level

(M¼ 5.23, SEM¼ .11) being statistically significantly greater than the mid-point of the scale, t(65)¼ 10.73, p< .001.

A 2 (social context)� 2 (nature of the resource distribution) between participants ANOVA on the fairness item revealed

only a significant main effect for the distribution, F(1, 62)¼ 87.14, p< .001, partial h2¼ .58. Participants rated the fair

distribution as more fair (M¼ 5.46, SEM¼ .21) than the unfair distribution (M¼ 2.56, SEM¼ .23).

Because the two similarity items were significantly correlated (r¼�.64, p< .001), we reverse scored the dissimilarity

item, and calculated a mean of the two. We analysed this new perceived self-in-group similarity variable with a 2� 2

ANOVA. Only the interaction was significant, F(1, 62)¼ 4.66, p< .05, partial h2¼ .07. Whereas perceived self-in-group

similarity in the fair intragroup condition (M¼ 4.21, SEM¼ .29) was greater than in the unfair intragroup condition

(M¼ 3.79, SEM¼ .32), this pattern was reversed in the intergroup conditions (Mfair ¼ 3.66, SEM¼ .27; (Munfair¼ 4.50,

SEM¼ .29). Analyses of simple effects (Keppel, 1991), however, indicated that, controlling for the number of

comparisons, the pair-wise comparisons within the intragroup and intergroup conditions were statistically non-significant

(similar pair-wise comparisons within the fair and unfair conditions also revealed statistically non-significant differences);

the interaction was thus driven by the disordinal pattern of the means.

Finally, with the two similarity items from our independent sample, we again reverse scored the dissimilarity item and

calculated a mean of the two (despite the moderate correlation, r¼�.46, p< .05). The overall mean was effectively at the

mid-point of the scale (M¼ 4.06, SEM¼ .22); and it was lower than the means in the fair intragroup and unfair intergroup

conditions, and higher than the means in the unfair intragroup and the fair intergroup conditions. Independent t-tests (even

without controlling for the number of contrasts), however, indicated that these differences were not statistically significant.

As with Experiment 1, the results of this experiment are straightforward. Distributive fairness and unfairness were

perceived as fair and unfair, respectively, regardless of the salient social context. At the same time, however,

the distributions provided additional meaning to participants in terms of their own relationship with their in-group. The

significant interaction in perceived self-in-group similarity is wholly consistent with our predictions; normatively fair

distributions within an ‘already salient’ group membership, and normatively unfair distributions between such group

memberships further enhance (e.g. confirm and clarify) the salience of these relationships as measured by self-in-group

similarity. Moreover, these patterns occurred despite the perceiver-exclusive nature of the experimental design, suggesting

a clear role of depersonalization.
EXPERIMENT 3
In our final experiment, we tested hypotheses relating to levels of social identification and group commitment in response

to fair and unfair resource distributions. Based upon our review of SIT, we first propose the relatively non-contentious

hypothesis that:

Hypothesis 4: Unfair distributions favouring one’s own group membership over another will result in greater

commitment to, and social identification with one’s group than will unfair distributions favouring another group over

one’s own.

As we noted in our introduction, however, intergroup fairness may actually enhance social identification by either

instantiating an in-group norm or simply positively differentiating the in-group from a relevant out-group along a valued

dimension (i.e. fairness). Thus, we propose that:
Copyright # 2008 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 38, 836–851 (2008)
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Hypothesis 5: Distributive fairness between one’s own ‘already-salient’ group membership and another will result in

greater commitment to, and social identification with one’s group than will unfair distributions favouring another group

over one’s own.

Finally, following from the traditional distributive justice literature (Deutsch, 1975), as well as social identity work

highlighting the negative impact on social identification and group commitment of intragroup differentiation (Haslam,

McGarty, Brown, Eggins, Morrison, & Reynolds, 1998), we propose that:

Hypothesis 6: Distributive fairness within ‘already-salient’ group memberships will yield greater commitment to, and

social identification with, these groups relative to distributive unfairness.

In testing these hypotheses, we made three additional changes to our design compared to that of Experiment 2. First,

rather than employing pre-existing social categories, we randomly assigned participants to laboratory-created groups. We

referred to these as ‘experimental’ and ‘control’ groups, although all were formally experimental groups (i.e. there were no

other systematic procedural differences between these two conditions). This allowed us to obtain greater confidence over

the processes by controlling for a priori attachments participants may have toward their in-group while simultaneously

manipulating initial identification with it. Initial level of social identification may moderate subsequent group-based

behaviour (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999b), and this manipulation allowed us to explore this possibility in the current

context (given the absence of such moderation in Experiment 2). We expected that our psychology-student participants

would place greater value on being a member of a supposed experimental group than a supposed control group (see Platow,

Harley, Hunter, Hanning, Shave, & O’Connell, 1997a), and would, thus, have higher social identification with the former

than the latter.

Second, we employed both pre-test and post-test measures of social identification. This not only allowed us to check our

initial manipulation of identification, but to observe changes in identification in response to our manipulations. In fact, the

measures we used captured primarily the group self-esteem component of identification, allowing us to observe

similarities and differences between this aspect of social identification and group commitment (Ellemers et al., 1999a).

And third, we included a second unfair distribution condition. In the intragroup condition, this served simply as a second

measure of responses to distributive unfairness. In the intergroup condition, however, this additional unfairness was

out-group favouring. In this manner, we were able to contrast responses to in-group favouritism with those to out-group

favouritism; our inability to do this in Experiment 2 was a distinct shortcoming of that experiment.
Method

Participants and Design

Psychology undergraduate students (N¼ 382) participated as part of a class exercise. The median age was 19 years. Each

participant was randomly assigned to one condition of a 2 (salient in-group: ‘experimental’/‘control’)� 2 (salient social

context: intragroup/intergroup)� 3 (nature of the resource distribution: person A> person B/person A¼ person B/person

A< person B) between participants factorial design. In the intergroup contexts, ‘person A’ was an in-group member and

‘person B’ was an out-group member.
Materials and Procedure

Participants were first informed that they would ‘be doing a study involving social-cognitive tasks’, and that half of the

participants had been assigned to ‘experimental groups’ and half had been assigned to ‘control groups’. Participants

assigned to the supposed experimental group were told that (see Platow et al., 1997a):

Your class will be an experimental group for the study. The procedure you will follow is a new procedure, a procedure

that has been changed from prior research. As such, new information is expected from your group, an experimental

group. Other classes will be control groups. They will be participating in just a replication of an earlier experiment from

which nothing has been changed. No new information is expected from these other groups, the control groups.
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The same text as above was used to describe the two groups for those participants assigned to the supposed control

group, with the appropriate changes needed to inform these participants of their group membership (i.e. ‘Your class will be

a control group. . .’). In addition, and depending on each participant’s condition: (1) the first page of the questionnaire was

entitled either ‘Experimental Group’ or ‘Control Group,’ and (2) watermarks were printed across every questionnaire page

stating either ‘Experimental Group’ or ‘Control Group’.

All participants then responded to the following social identification items (slightly different from those used in

Experiment 2 because of the different nature of the social categories): (1) ‘I am pleased to be a member of the

experimental [control] group,’ (2) ‘I dislike being a member of the experimental [control] group’ (reverse scored), (3) ‘I

feel good about being a member of the experimental [control] group’, (4) ‘I feel that being a member of the experimental

[control] group is not worthwhile’ (reverse scored), (5) ‘I feel uneasy about being an experimental [control] group

member’ (reverse scored) and (6) ‘I regret being a member of the experimental [control] group’ (reverse scored).

Perceived status of the two groups was measured with the items, ‘I feel that the experimental group is relatively high

status’, and ‘I feel that the control group is relatively low status’. Participants responded on 7-point scales (1¼ ‘strongly

disagree’; 7¼ ‘strongly agree’).

The next page of the questionnaire introduced the resources to be distributed. To maintain the face validity of

the distributive manipulation in the context of the experiment, participants were told that they would be completing

‘several different tasks related to different aspects of psychology’ and that ‘some of these tasks are easy and fun, while

others are difficult and boring’. The supposed boring tasks were described as ‘vowel counting’ tasks, in which participants

‘must search for and count the number of vowels that are randomly presented on a page’. The supposed fun tasks were

described as ‘word association’ tasks. All participants were told they would be completing four of each type of task

(Platow, Hoar, Reid, Harley, & Morrison, 1997b). Participants then rated these tasks on scales anchored with ‘very boring’

(scale value of 1) and ‘very fun’ (scale value of 7).

The resource distribution and the social context were then introduced. Following Platow et al. (1997b), participants

were informed that ‘there were several extra tasks that needed to be completed’, that ‘we decided to ask students in

previous weeks to give us their views on how to distribute these extra tasks’, and that ‘the students who made the

distributions are in the experimental [control] group like you’. To remove direct personal self-interest from the design and

the perceiver from the context, we explicitly informed participants that, ‘you personally will not be one of the group

members receiving extra tasks’.

A distribution matrix was then presented to participants. The matrix displayed three different resource allocations of the

supposed boring and fun experimental tasks to two supposed other experimental participants. The allocations were either

fair (two fun and two boring to each recipient), or favoured one recipient (four fun and zero boring) over the other (four

boring and zero fun). The recipients were either both in-group members (in the intragroup condition), or one in-group

member and one out-group member (in the intergroup condition). Depending on the distribution condition, one of the three

distributions was circled. As a distribution manipulation check, participants responded to the item, ‘As a member of

the experimental [control] group, how fair do you think the other experimental [control] group member was in making the

distribution of extra tasks?’ (1¼ ‘very unfair’; 7¼ ‘very fair’). Finally, as a check on our control over personal self-interest

and perceiver involvement, participants then answered the question, ‘Are you one of the people who will receive extra

tasks?’ (‘yes’; ‘no’).

The primary dependent variables were then introduced by telling participants that ‘we thought we would give you

another chance to give your impressions of being an experimental [control] group member’. Participants then responded to

the identical social identification items that they had on the first page. In addition, participants responded to the following

three group-commitment items (cf. Ellemers et al., 1999a): (1) ‘I’d rather be in the experimental [control] group than the

control [experimental] group’ (where the first group was the in-group), (2) ‘I would like to continue in the experimental

[control] group’ and (3) ‘I’d rather be in the control [experimental] group than the experimental [control] group’ (reverse

scored).

Upon completion, all participants were fully debriefed.
Results

An expectation maximization method was used to replace rating-scale missing values (n¼ 3).
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Manipulation Checks

As a check on the subjective value of the group memberships, we first evaluated overall social identification on the mean of

the six Time 1 social-identification items (a¼ .83). Participants in the supposed experimental group reported slightly

higher social identification with their in-group (M¼ 5.35, SEM¼ .06) than did participants in the supposed control group

(M¼ 5.01, SEM¼ .06), F(1, 380)¼ 16.24, p< .001, partial h2¼ .04.

We next conducted a 2 (salient in-group: ‘experimental’/‘control’)� 2 (social context)� 3 (nature of the resource

distribution)� 2 (response item) mixed ANOVA on the items measuring the perceived status of the supposed

experimental and control groups, with the final factor being within participants. A significant response-item main effect

indicated that participants agreed more (disagreed less) that the supposed experimental group was of relatively high

status (M¼ 3.59, SEM¼ .08) and the supposed control group was of relatively low status (M¼ 2.90, SEM¼ .08), F(1,

370)¼ 97.85, p< .001, partial h2 ¼ .20. The main effect for salient in-group was also significant (F(1, 370)¼ 3.89,

p< .05, partial h2 ¼ .01), but these two main effects were qualified by a significant salient in-group by response-item

interaction, F(1, 370)¼ 17.08, p< .001, partial h2 ¼ .04. Whereas the response-item main effect pattern was replicated

among participants in the supposed experimental group (Mexp group ¼ 3.86, SEM¼ .10; Mcont group ¼ 2.88, SEM¼ .10),

this difference was reduced among participants in the supposed control group (Mexp group ¼ 3.31, SEM¼ .11; Mcont

group ¼ 2.92, SEM¼ .10). Supposed control group participants were less willing to recognize status differences between

the two groups.

A check on the subjective value of the supposed experimental tasks indicated that participants did, in fact, rate the

vowel-counting tasks as more boring (M¼ 2.54, SEM¼ .07) than the word-association tasks (M¼ 4.71, SEM¼ .06), F(1,

381)¼ 810.68, p< .001, partial h2¼ .68.

To check participants’ understanding of the distribution, a 2� 2� 3 between participants ANOVA on the fairness item

revealed only a statistically significant main effect for the distribution, F(2, 370)¼ 153.96, p< .001, partial h2¼ .45. Post

hoc t-tests indicated that participants rated the fair distribution as more fair (M¼ 5.64, SEM¼ .12) than either of the unfair

distributions (MA>B¼ 3.01, SEM¼ .12; MA<B¼ 2.92, SEM¼ .13), ps< .001; the unfair distributions did not statistically

significantly differ from each other.

Finally, a surprisingly large (n¼ 32) number of people incorrectly indicated that they personally were to receive extra

tasks. However, a logistic regression yielded no significant effects as a function of the independent variables, suggesting no

systematic pattern to these errors. We removed these participants from our analyses below to maintain confidence that our

effects were not being driven by instrumental personal self-interest. Analyses with the complete data set revealed the same

patterns of results.
Group Commitment

The three group commitment items were intercorrelated (a¼ .72), and the mean of these for each participant was analysed

in a 2� 2� 3 between participants ANOVA. A significant main effect for salient in-group membership (F(1, 338)¼ 31.15,

p< .001, partial h2¼ .08) revealed that participants in the supposed experimental group (M¼ 4.71, SEM¼ .07) had

greater levels of commitment than participants in the supposed control group (M¼ 4.17, SEM¼ .07).

More importantly for our hypotheses, however, the interaction between the social context and the nature of the

distribution was significant, F(2, 338)¼ 6.45, p< .01, partial h2 ¼ .04. Analysis of simple effects revealed no

statistically significant effect of the distribution within the intragroup condition, F(2, 165)¼ 1.53, p¼ .22, partial

h2 ¼ .02. The overall mean was 4.14 (SEM¼ .06). By contrast, the distribution effect was statistically significant

within the intergroup condition, F(2, 179)¼ 7.86, p< .001, partial h2 ¼ .08. Post hoc t-tests within the intergroup

condition revealed significantly greater levels of in-group commitment following both in-group favouritism (M¼ 4.59,

SEM¼ .11) and fairness (M¼ 4.72, SEM¼ .13) compared to that following out-group favouritism (M¼ 4.10,

SEM¼ .11), ps< .01 with a Bonferroni correction. The former two did not statistically significantly differ from

each other.

No other main or interaction effects were statistically significant.
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Change in Social Identification

Finally, we conducted a 2� 2� 3� 2 (Time 1/Time 2) mixed ANOVA, with the last factor being within participants, on

participants’ mean levels of social identification with their in-group. With the reduced sample, the scales remained reliable

(aT1¼ .83; aT2¼ .86). A significant main effect for salient in-group membership revealed that across both measurements,

participants in the supposed experimental group reported higher social identification (M¼ 5.24, SEM¼ .06) than

participants in the supposed control group (M¼ 4.97, SEM¼ .06), F(1, 338)¼ 9.79, p< .01, partial h2¼ .03. A significant

main effect for time of measurement indicated an overall drop (albeit small) in levels of social identification from Time 1

(M¼ 5.17, SEM¼ .05) to Time 2 (M¼ 5.03, SEM¼ .05), F(1, 338)¼ 16.35, p< .001, partial h2¼ .05. These two effects

were qualified by a significant in-group membership by time of measurement interaction, F(1, 338)¼ 8.82, p< .01, partial

h2¼ .03. Whereas social identification changed little from Time 1 to Time 2 among participants in the supposed control

group (MT1¼ 4.99, SEM¼ .07; MT2¼ 4.95, SEM¼ .07), there was a larger (statistically significant with a post hoc t-test

using a Bonferroni correction) decrease in social identification among participants in the supposed experimental group

(MT1¼ 5.36, SEM¼ .06; MT2¼ 5.11, SEM¼ .06).

The interaction between the nature of the distribution and time of measurement was also statistically significant (F(2,

338)¼ 6.72, p< .01, partial h2¼ .04), but this was qualified by the interaction between social context, the nature of the

distribution and the time of measurement (F(2, 338)¼ 9.02, p< .001, partial h2¼ .05). Figure 2 presents the mean changes

in social identification from Time 1 to Time 2 (i.e. Time 2 social identification minus Time 1 social identification) in each

condition of this statistically significant interaction.

Simple effects analysis on the difference scores revealed significant distribution effects within both the intragroup

condition (F(2, 165)¼ 3.75, p< .05, partial h2¼ .04) and the intergroup condition (F(2, 179)¼ 10.46, p< .001, partial

h2¼ .11. Pair-wise comparisons within the intragroup condition revealed that favouritism toward one (M¼�.28,

SEM¼ .07) or another (M¼�.15, SEM¼ .08) in-group member over a fellow in-group member resulted in a greater

lowering of social identification than of fairness (M¼�.003, SEM¼ .07), although only the first favouritism condition

differed significantly with a post hoc t-test from the fairness condition (p< .05 with a Bonferroni correction) or zero

( p< .01; i.e. indicating change); the second favouritism condition was marginally significantly different from zero,

p< .07. Post hoc t-tests within the intergroup condition, however, revealed a significant lowering of social identification

following out-group favouritism (M¼�.51, SEM¼ .09) compared to either in-group favouritism (M¼ .06, SEM¼ .09)

or fairness (M¼ .02, SEM¼ .11), ps< .01 with a Bonferroni correction. The mean difference following out-group

favouritism was also significantly different from zero, p< .001.

No other main or interaction effects were statistically significant.
Figure 2. Statistically significant social context by nature of the distribution interaction on the change in social identification from
Time 1 to Time 2 in Experiment 3. Positive values indicate an increase in levels of social identification. In the intergroup conditions,
Unfair 1 represents in-group favouritism and Unfair 2 represents out-group favouritism
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Discussion

As in Experiments 1 and 2, participants currently recognized distributive fairness and unfairness as fair and unfair

behaviour, respectively. Moreover, group commitment and changes in social identification varied with the nature of the

distribution and the context in which it occurred. At the same time, however, the current results are more complex than the

previous two experiments.

First, we must consider our results in light of a general tendency for a decline in social identification, at least among

members of the higher status group. This general decline may reflect an overall drop in psychological engagement with

the experiment, especially with the prospect of further tasks (itself a negative outcome). Against this backdrop, distributive

intragroup fairness, although not enhancing social identification, served to buffer against or arrest the overall decline.

Although not fully supporting H6, it is, in fact, consistent with the logic underlying it. Post-test group commitment in this

social context was not affected by the resource distributions. Again, this was inconsistent with our predictions, but it may

be that any effect was masked by the absence of a pre-test measure of this construct. In terms of intergroup distributions,

we obtained the clearest support for H4 from group commitment differences and changes in social identification following

unfair, in-group favouritism compared to unfair, out-group favouritism. Again, in terms of social identification, the

in-group favouritism appeared to buffer against or arrest the overall decline.

We also observed that, consistent with H5, intergroup fairness had similar psychological consequences to unfair,

in-group favouritism. Although this may appear counter to simple readings of SIT (cf. Turner, 1999), being associated with

an unfair, in-group favouring group, even an ad hoc one, means being associated with a prejudiced group. Currently it

appears that fairness in its own right remained a concern to participants.

Finally, it is important to note that, although our manipulation of the nature of the in-group did affect initial social

identification, perceptions of relative status and group commitment, this manipulation did not moderate the interaction

between social context and the nature of the resource distribution. Our results in this matter, thus, remain inconclusive, if

only because the mean differences in perceived status, identification and commitment were very small. We thus wish not to

over-interpret these findings one way or another, although it is worthy of note that a priori measured social identification

also did not have a moderation effect in Experiment 2.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Our goal in the current research was to evaluate the proposition that resource distributions can enhance the salience of

specific patterns of group memberships. Although researchers have long considered resource distributions to have

meaning to group members, little formal work has explored whether group psychological memberships can be the

consequences of such distributions. The current empirical data provide clear support for our fundamental proposition.

Distributive fairness can, in fact, imply a shared group membership between those behaving fairly and those subject to this

fairness when other group membership cues are relatively non-salient (or completely absent). By contrast, distributive

unfairness can imply different group memberships, at least between the distributor and those unfavourably treated. Finally,

aligning unfavourable treatment along the borders of relatively salient group memberships enhances or maintains

perceived self-in-group similarity and, under certain conditions, group commitment and social identification.

Our confidence in our data does not mean that they were completely absent of complexities. Indeed, aspects of

Experiment 3 may require a shift in explanatory focus. It may be, for example, that the primary psychological work in this

study was done by the unfair, out-group favouring distributions. Given the absence of a net change in social identification

following unfair, in-group favouritism and intergroup fairness, it may be that out-group favouring distributions lowered

group commitment and social identification while the others served simple maintenance functions. There may have still

been an increase in social category salience (via comparative fit) following out-group favouritism, but the additional

unfavourable in-group information lowered commitment and social identification.

This ‘unfavourable in-group information’ is likely to be a combination of both (un)fairness and social identity

information. On the one hand, the out-group favouritism does mean an in-group member had been distributively unfair.

Certainly, that is how participants reported perceiving the distribution. At the same time, however, learning that a fellow

in-group member has favoured an out-group member over an in-group member may also inform participant observers of
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the in-group’s relative lack of worth (cf., Bruins, Platow, & Ng, 1995); giving more to the out-group may simply mean that

the out-group is more worthy. Moreover, out-group favouring distributions negatively differentiate the in-group from the

out-group, possibly threatening social identification (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This suggestion mirrors earlier research in

which evaluative out-group favouritism produced self-esteem decreases (Hunter, Platow, Bell, Kypri, & Lewis, 1997).

Although we may have expected that relatively high in-group status could buffer against such out-group favouritism

(Platow, Byrne, & Ryan, 2005), our status manipulation clearly was not strong enough to overcome this negative

differentiation. Although the current research cannot differentiate these processes, the logic of each follows from our

broader theoretical analysis. In this vein, our current data still suggest that distributions remained providers of information

pertinent to group membership.

An additional point worthy of note is that the effect sizes on the key-dependent variables were small. This should not

detract from the statistically significant findings in line with our predictions. As was observed above, our analysis was

generally supported. At the same time, however, we do not wish to imply suggest resources distributions as the sole

providers of group membership information. From our review in the introduction, as well as other substantive work in the

field (e.g. Fiske, 1998; Oakes, 1987), we know that many personal and contextual factors contribute to the salience of

shared group membership. Indeed, our goal was never to suggest that these other facts were inoperative. Rather, as we

began this paper, we have sought to understand resource distributions not simply as a consequence of group memberships,

but a cause as well.

Beyond evaluating our theoretical proposition, we believe that this line of research is important for at least two

additional reasons. First, it re-emphasizes the point that resource distributions have meanings to people beyond (or, at

least, in addition to) normative fairness and unfairness. This is a critical and often overlooked point in social-psychological

analyses of people’s own distributive behaviours and their responses to others’ distributive behaviours. Second, theoretical

and empirical work of this nature can begin to clarify apparent discrepancies in existing literature. Take, for example, the

often complex patterns of data associated with distributive in-group favouritism and self-esteem (Hunter, 2003a,b). Our

current analysis suggests that intergroup fairness should inhibit clarification of the social relationships, or, more actively,

blur the distinction. Although this may be negatively valued, it may also instantiate a positively valued in-group norm. Our

analysis suggests that countervailing forces such as these are likely to co-occur. Researchers who fail to recognize this and

focus, instead, on single processes, may be doing themselves a disservice, especially when obtaining data counter to their

predictions.

Overall, the current data provide clear evidence that people can and will infer group memberships from resource

distributions, and that these distributions have implications for people’s understandings of the groups themselves and their

association with these groups. Our current predictions were derived from SIT and SCT. As we mentioned in our

introduction, however, other theoretical frameworks (Heider, 1958; Lind & Tyler, 1988) are likely to make similar

predictions. Thus, the current research also serves as a platform from which to analyse further the complex interplay of

processes suggested in SIT and SCT, on the one hand, and these other frameworks, on the other. In any case, we can

conclude that resources distributions are clearly providers of group membership information.
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