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In this article, I want to draw attention to one strand of the complex web of 
processes that are involved when people group others, including themselves, 

into social categories. I will focus on the tendency to treat members of one’s own 
group more favorably than nonmembers, a tendency that has been called ingroup 
favoritism. The structure of the article has three parts. First I will offer an 
evolutionary argument as to why ingroup favoritism, or something very much like it, 
is required by theories of the evolution of altruism. I will then review some of the 
basic social psychological research findings dealing with social categorization 
generally, and ingroup favoritism specifically. Finally, I will examine two problems 
in business ethics from the point of view of ingroup favoritism to suggest ways in 
which social psychological principles and findings may be mobilized to help solve 
problems of racial or gender discrimination in business contexts.

The Evolution of Altruism

Social psychologists strive to understand the social nature of humans through 
scientific means. One possible source of illumination stems from considering what 
constraints the process of natural selection might have placed on our social nature. 
(Crawford, Smith, & Krebs, 1987). Specifically, how might natural selection have 
shaped us with regard to our willingness to offer self-sacrificial help to other 
humans? This is a deep question that Donald Campbell (1975) raised in his 
presidential address to the American Psychological Association nearly two decades 
ago. Campbell’s answer was that biological evolution failed to equip us for the 
social demands of a complex urban society, and that a process of cultural evolution, 
including the evolution of moral norms, institutions, and cultures, compensated for 
our biological shortcomings. Campbell’s conclusions rested heavily on the work 
done by biologists exploring routes for the evolution of altruism (see Hamilton, 
1964; Trivers, 1971; Wilson, 1980). The cornerstone of his argument was the 
following principle: altruists who dispensed their altruistic gifts to any and all 
members of a population would be displaced by nonaltruists who, while enjoying the 
benefits provided by the altruists, declined to bear the cost of providing benefits to 
others. Campbell acknowledged that Triver’s (1971) concept of reciprocal altruism 
was realistic, but, Campbell claimed, it was not “true” altruism because it was based 
on future payback.

There was a puzzle associated with Campbell’s analysis that attracted me. The 
fundamental principle states that saints, shall we say, who furnish altruism equally
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to all, will not prevail in a dichotomous population of saints and rogues, who never 
help others. However, Trivers shows that pragmatists, individuals who help only 
others who would help them, will prevail in a dichotomous population of pragmatists 
and rogues. So if we rank the three types in terms of fitness, we get pragmatists over 
rogues, and rogues over saints. The puzzle arises when one realizes that in a 
dichotomous population of saints and pragmatists, the two types would be 
indistinguishable since the only feature that distinguishes them is the way they treat 
rogues. We get a weak intransitivity among the three types that can only be resolved 
by investigating a trichotomous population containing all three types.

In 1991 I published an analysis of such a trichotomous population (Messick, 
1991). I referred to the practice of exclusively helping other helpers as “group-based 
altruism.” Altruism was defined as making a choice that provided a benefit, b, to 
another at cost, c, to one’s self. Rogues never make that choice, saints always do, and 
pragmatists pay the cost for other pragmatists and for the saints, but not for the 
rogues.

The task was to calculate the fitness of the three types as a function of the cost/ 
benefit structure and the density of the three types in the population. The analysis led 
to the following generalizations: when the population was dense with saints, rogues 
thrived. When the population was dense with pragmatists, both pragmatists and 
saints thrived. (In fact, if the density of pragmatists was sufficiently great, the saints 
actually do better than the rogues, reversing the fundamental principle that rogues 
are more fit than saints.) An exploration of the dynamics of this population revealed 
that the only evolutionary stable population—that is a population that (a) is reachable 
and (b) will resist invasion and mutation to a different state--is a population of 
pragmatists.

This analysis was characterized by two basic principles that characterize all 
other theories of the evolution of altruism with which I am familiar. I take these 
principles to be necessary constraints on the type of altruism that could evolve in 
humans (and in any other species). The principles are efficiency and discrimination. 
Efficiency simply means that there must be an “economic” wisdom to the altruism; 
specifically, the magnitude of the benefit afforded the recipient(s) must exceed the 
cost paid by the altruist to generate the benefit. If the cost exceeds the benefit 
(appropriately measured), the rogues will do better than the helpers, be they saints or 
pragmatists. However, if the benefit-to-cost ratio is rich, pragmatists and saints will 
thrive. To put the matter somewhat differently, acts that provide substantial aid to 
others at low cost to the helper will be favored by natural selection.

The second principle, discrimination, is more important for the purposes of this 
article. The discrimination principle means that pragmatists will provide benefits to 
some members of the population and not to other members. Self-sacrificial altruism 
will occur, but it will not be universal. Ambivalence will exist, in that pragmatists 
will have to know something about potential recipients before deciding whether or 
not to help them; a discrimination must be made. If errors are made in the 
classification of others, the advantage of the pragmatists is reduced. (Furthermore, 
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my analysis indicates that it is more costly to aid a rogue erroneously than to withhold 
aid from a saint or pragmatist.) But the point I want to stress is that the only type of 
altruism that survives is a limited altruism, one that offers help to some and denies it 
to others.

A postscript to this principle is that the most desirable form of altruism, saintly 
altruism, can only survive or thrive in an environment of non-saintly pragmatists. 
Turning the other cheek can prevail only when most will not turn the other cheek. 
Pragmatists, in other words, make saints’ existence possible.

Discrimination is implemented in different ways in different models of the 
evolution of altruism. In kin selection, for instance, discrimination is based on 
genetic lineage (Maynard-Smith, 1964). The trade-off is between the cost-benefit 
ratio and the coefficient of relationship, which is a measure of the likelihood that two 
individuals will share a gene. The closer the relationship, the more costly the act that 
could be supported by natural selection. Put otherwise, all things equal, the closer 
the relationship, the more likely one is to find altruistic helping.

Trivers’ (1971) important work on reciprocity assumed that individuals would 
help others who would also be helpers if called upon. It is clear that he had in mind 
species that lived in close proximity and that could have the chance for multiple 
repeated interactions. Trivers’ concern was with the development of historical 
relationships in which the profitable exchange of aid would be fostered and 
nourished, and he worked out sufficient conditions for this exchange. In Trivers’ 
theory, only other helpers get helped. Non-helpers do not. If nonhelpers can 
successfully mimic helpers, however, they might get help even though they do not 
give it. Helpers’ advantage exists only to the extent that they can prevent successful 
mimicry. Much of Trivers’ analysis is devoted to the dynamics of deceit, detection, 
and the “moralistic aggression” against cheaters that prevents cheating from eroding 
the helpers’ advantage.

Wilson’s (1979, 1980) theory of group selection allows geography to perform 
the discrimination. In his model, helpers are non-randomly distributed 
geographically, so that there are helper-dense regions and helper-thin regions. Even 
if the benefits are randomly and indiscriminately distributed within one of these 
regions, which Wilson calls “demes,” the clustering itself guarantees an unequal 
distribution. Those residing in the helper-dense demes--by definition helpers--will 
be more generously rewarded than those abiding in the helper-lean demes--by 
definition rogues. Thus the discrimination works globally, but not locally-not 
within a deme. The interesting paradox of Wilson’s theory is that, under the right 
circumstances, rogues may surpass pragmatists in every deme, because there is no 
discrimination within a deme, but not surpass them globally. Over the whole 
population, pragmatists will do better than rogues. Messick & van de Geer (1981) 
present a simple numerical illustration of Wilson’s paradox and relate it to several 
other statistical paradoxes.

The evolution of our own species inevitably involved a fusion of all three 
mechanisms: kin, reciprocity, and geographical segregation. Kin plays a central role 
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in virtually every human society and some things are known about kin recognition 
generally and in humans (Porter, 1987). Early group living also encouraged the 
exchange of benefits among non-genetically related individuals, providing a fertile 
ground for the evolution of reciprocity-based norms. Individuals could learn who 
the helpers and the rogues were and behave accordingly.

I am not an anthropologist and do not want to speculate on the ways in which 
early human groups were organized. The point I want to make is that kin selection 
and reciprocity require an act of discrimination. They require that the condition of 
discrimination, the unequal dispersal of help, be affected by judgment. The 
differentiation of kin from non-kin, or the separation of rogues from helpers, was 
accomplished by a perceptual or judgmental act. The capacity for this judgment, I 
suggest, is the foundation on which a fundamental feature of our social nature is 
grounded. That feature involves the tendency to group people into social categories 
and, further, into ingroups (my group) and outgroups (not my group).

The transition from this abstract discussion of the mechanisms for the evolution 
of altruism to the real world of social categorization is simple. People who perceive 
themselves to be members of the same group-members of an ingroup--are more 
likely to help each other than people who are members of different groups. I will 
describe some of the evidence for this claim in the next section. The very perception 
of common category membership is sufficient to induce helping behavior. Common 
group membership, when made salient, is a proximal cue that renders us pragmatists- 
-we are more likely to help other ingroupers than outgroupers. Further, by precisely 
the same mechanism, other ingroups are more likely to reciprocate the help. The 
ingroup specifies the boundaries within which preferential treatment is the norm. In 
the next section I describe some psychological properties of this process.

Before proceeding, I would like to mention four other points. The first is that the 
results of my analysis depend on the differential distribution of payoffs to helpers 
(those who would reciprocate) and nonhelpers (those who would not), not on the 
absolute level of reward. In other words, the analysis could as easily have been done 
in terms of harming nonhelpers in ways that helpers were not harmed. The framing 
of the outcomes is not important to the theory although it may be to people. What is 
important and essential to the success of altruism is the difference in the payoffs.

The second point is that the theory is mute with regard to the content of the group 
distinction. It says nothing about what constitutes the ingroup, or the outgroup. 
While there are some natural (biological) categories, like kin structures, there is 
nothing in the theory that restricts the results to such biological groupings. The 
process would work just as well, for instance, if saints and pragmatists had dots on 
their noses and the pragmatists were programmed to help those whose noses had 
dots. The cues signaling group membership, in other words, may be quite shallow.

However, the cues signaling group membership should not be easily imitated. 
As Trivers (1971), Frank (1988), and others have noted, if a cue that evokes benefits 
from others is easily imitated by individuals who are not members of the group, and 
who would not, therefore, be inclined to help, then there is nothing to prevent non­
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members from imitating the cue to ride free on the beneficence of others. Either the 
cue must be difficult or costly to forge, or forgeries must be detectable in order for 
the group membership to be a useful signal. Easily mimicked cues will simply cease 
to be informative.

Third, there may be multiple ways in which ingroups can be defined. In one 
situation, a dot on the nose may be the essential cue; in another, it may be hair color. 
It could be nationality, religion, employer, school affiliation, or gender. Some cues, 
like those of gender, race, and age, are difficult to fake. Others, like corporate or 
school affiliation, are more easily falsified. The analysis only illuminates the 
conditions under which a limited group-based self-sacrifice would be favored by 
natural selection. It does not limit the number of ways in which groups could form.

Finally, the model I described is mute with regard to selection mechanisms. 
There is no genetic element in the model linking group-based altruism to genetic 
spread: the argument is strictly based on the expected values of the different 
strategies. Thus, the model does not require any assumption of biological 
determinism for its validity. The selection mechanisms may be genetic (and I find it 
hard to imagine that there would not be a biological element involved) but they may 
also involve cultural mechanisms as Campbell (1975) argued. It is difficult for me 
to imagine how one level of evolution could proceed without involving the other. 
Biology influences culture and vice versa. I mention this point to deflect the 
criticism that the model I presented is merely another bit of biological determinism 
that may be used to excuse or justify socially unjust arrangements. The argument is 
not inherently biological, and even if it were, it would not constitute an excuse or 
justification for social discrimination.

Social Categorization

One of the things that people do automatically and at many levels is create 
categories. Our sensory organs map a fraction of the electromagnetic spectrum into 
the experience of color; our brains “interpret” a storm of stimuli as patterns of solid 
objects that vary in shape and distance from us; and people everywhere classify the 
social world into useful categories such as children, parents, women, strangers, or 
the elderly. We use social categories to refer to nations, races, genders, 
organizations, professions, and religions. Our category memberships are important 
features of our social identities. The use of categories, with associated linguistic 
labels, is different from processing the individuating information we encounter 
when interacting with a person. Categories of which we ourselves are members 
(ingroups) have special properties, but before discussing these properties, I will 
mention some of the general consequences of social categorization.

Tajfel & Wilkes (1963) conducted a pivotal early experiment on the cognitive 
effects of categorization. They had subjects judge the length of a series of lines 
whose lengths differed by equal amounts between adjacent stimuli. When the 
judged lengths were plotted against the objective lengths, the function was a simple 
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linear relationship. Tajfel & Wilkes had a different group of subjects makes 
precisely the same set of judgments, only this time the shorter lines were given the 
label “A” and the longer lines were called “B.” This labeling divided the continuum 
into two categories. The judgments of the subjects in this condition were markedly 
different from those in the control condition. The slope of the function obtained by 
plotting the judged length against the objective length was shallower within both the 
A and B groups of lines, but there was a large jump between the largest A and the 
smallest B. What seems to have happened as a result of the categorization is that the 
perceived differences within the two categories were reduced, and the difference 
between the adjacent stimuli in different categories was enhanced. Perceptually, 
categorization increased intracategory similarity and decreased intercategory 
similarity. This distortion in the perception of the stimuli was called the 
accentuation effect.

A number of psychologists asked whether a similar phenomenon occurs in 
judgments of people. In one illustrative study, Wilder (1978) had subjects watch a 
videotape of four persons who were deliberating about a mock lawsuit. One of the 
persons on the videotape expressed an opinion and the subjects were asked to predict 
the opinion of one of the other persons. What was varied was the extent to which the 
speaker and the target of the judgment were portrayed as members of the same group. 
Some of the subjects saw the four sitting at the same table and wearing the same 
group tag, whereas others saw the four people sitting at four different tables and 
wearing individual name tags. In the “group” condition, subjects ascribed attitudes 
and beliefs to the target person that were more similar to those of the speaker than the 
subjects in the “individual” condition. Perception of a common group membership 
evoked judgments of greater intragroup similarity than ungrouped individuals.

Groupings can also influence the accuracy with which information about people 
is remembered. Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, and Ruderman (1978) showed a videotape of 
an interracial group discussing a decision problem. Observers of the videotape were 
later asked to recall what had been said and who had said it. One of their findings was 
that there were more intra-racial errors of recall than interracial errors. In other 
words, subjects remember the race of the person who made a statement better than 
the individual identity of the person. Observers are more likely to misattribute a 
statement to a same-race person than to a different race person. The rate of 
intracategory errors is greater than intercategory confusions.

Messick and Asuncion (1993) explored yet a different process by which 
categorization can create erroneous perceptions of groups. Will Rogers is reported 
to have claimed that the migration of Oklahomans to California during the drought 
of the 1930s raised the average intelligence of both states. If the immigrants were 
below the average intelligence level in Oklahoma and, at the same time, above the 
mean in California, the phenomenon that the joke is based on could, in fact, have 
been true. The combined intelligence of both states has not changed, however, since 
the same people are merely moving about. The movement creates the illusion that 
the collective intelligence has improved.

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Auckland University of Technology, on 08 Nov 2020 at 17:16:38, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
https://www.cambridge.org/core


SOCIAL CATEGORIES AND BUSINESS ETHICS 155

To demonstrate that gender groupings could produce such illusions, we did an 
experiment in which we showed subjects a list of names, paired with payments that 
these persons presumably earned in another experiment. Some were women’s 
names and some were men’s. In each list, all women either earned more or less than 
all men, and women were either in a numerical minority or majority. When women 
were the better paid majority, 9 of the 12 names were female, and all females had 
higher earnings than any of the males. When women were in the higher paid 
minority, only the three top earners had female names. To create this latter condition, 
the 6 intermediate earnings (Will Rogers’ “immigrants”) were changed from female 
to male names. After the list was shown to the subjects, it was withdrawn and they 
were asked to estimate the average payment for the total group. We hypothesized 
that subjects would rely on subgroup means in forming their estimates, especially 
when they were asked to judge these subgroup means before estimating the mean of 
the whole list.

The data supported our hunch. When the majority was higher paid than the 
minority (so that the intermediate numbers were included with the superior 
category), the mean estimated payment for the whole group was significantly lower 
than when the superior category was the minority. In this latter case, both the 
women’s and the men’s mean payment was higher than in the former case despite the 
12 payments being precisely the same.

These studies illustrate a few of the ways that merely grouping people into 
categories can have consequences for perceptions and judgments about them and for 
memory of what they did and said. A novel aspect of categorization arises when the 
perceiver is a member of one of the groups (ingroup) and not of another (outgroup). 
Much of the research that has been conducted on this topic has employed highly 
artificial means of categorizing people. This artificiality is not merely a consequence 
of the impoverished imagination of social psychologists, it is a crucial feature of the 
experimental setting. For instance, a standard way of categorizing people is to 
display a series of pairs of modem paintings, one of each pair by Paul Klee, the other 
by Wassily Kandinski, and to ask the subjects to express a preference for one 
painting from each pair. Subjects are then randomly, independent of their actual 
choices, told that they are either a Klee-preferrer or a Kandinski-preferrer. It is hard 
to imagine groups that are more artificial than ones involving common preferences 
for artists whose existence the students were completely unaware of prior to the 
experiment.

The artificiality is important because there was a controversy within social 
psychology about necessary conditions for the creation of social hostility and 
discrimination. One school, led by Muzifer Sherif (1967), argued that a necessary 
condition for the arousal of intergroup hostility was a real or perceived conflict of 
interest between groups. In opposition to this “realistic group conflict theory” was 
a school of thought, led by Henri Tajfel (1970), which claimed that the mere 
categorization of people into groups with no history or importance was sufficient to 
create intergroup discrimination. The importance of these artificial categories is 
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precisely that they are meaningless and content-free. We do not have pre-existing 
stereotypes for Klee- or Kandinski-preferring people. Thus discriminatory 
consequences of mere categorization, if found, could not be attributed to past 
interactions with members of the ingroup or outgroup or to previous exposure to 
commonly held stereotypes. Tajfel (1970) suggested that differential treatment of 
ingroups and outgroups may result from a generalized “norm of outgroup 
discrimination.” This term has unfortunate connotations that we will come to shortly.

The fundamental finding of Tajfel (1970) and his collaborators Billig, Bundy, & 
Flament (1971) was that when a group of subjects, British school boys in this early 
work, was categorized with respect to their preference for either Klee or Kandinski, 
and when they were given the opportunity to make allocations of potentially valuable 
points to other members of their class whose personal identities were not known, 
they tended to make the allocations in ways that provided greater payoffs to 
anonymous ingroup members than to anonymous outgroup members. This result 
has been called inter group bias. In this study, and in hundreds that have replicated 
this basic finding, the allocator gets nothing him or herself so the question of 
selfishness per se is not at issue. The allocations are made to anonymous others.

The intergroup bias is one of the most frequently replicated effects in social 
psychology. People allocate higher payoffs to members of their own (trivial) group 
than to members of the other group. A close analysis of subjects’ choices in this 
“minimal group situation” suggests that while subjects are motivated to maintain a 
difference between the benefits of their group and the other, they do not try to make 
this difference as large as they might. They tend to strike a balance between 
providing fair or equal outcomes to the two recipients, on the one hand, and giving 
a bit more to the ingroup member on the other. Most subjects’ choices reflect a 
compromise between these motives.

The fact that trivial categorization of people into groups evokes a mild 
discriminatory response may be a behavioral reflection of the process I referred to 
earlier as group-based altruism. The mere establishment of ingroups and outgroups 
seems to create a differential in beneficence across the category boundary. The 
model provides a context within which one can see an evolutionary basis for 
intergroup discrimination. From the point of view of the model, the beneficence 
differential is a necessary condition for self-sacrificial altruism to survive, either in 
its saintly form or in its more pragmatic form. If one views this differential in terms 
of the good that is provided to the ingroup members (relative to the outgroup 
members) one can, like Campbell (1965), view altruism as an “ethnocentric” motive. 
If one views the difference in terms of the payoff of which the outgroup members are 
deprived, it may appear as harm.

The minimal group paradigm does not involve having subjects make decisions 
that influence their own outcomes, so this paradigm does not allow one to examine 
the issue of self-sacrificial altruism. However, ample data exist to fill in this gap. 
One particularly interesting study was conducted by Sole, Marton, & Homstein 
(1975), who were interested in the circumstances under which people would provide 
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anonymous aid to a perfect stranger. The experiment involved leaving an addressed 
and stamped letter in a park in New York City where it could be found by pedestrians. 
The help in this case was of little cost, entailing picking up the letter, closing it, and 
depositing it in a mail box. One of the variables that was manipulated in this 
experiment was the address on the envelope. Half the envelopes were addressed to 
a Jewish organization and the other half to an Arabic one. Importantly, the park was 
in a Jewish neighborhood so the subjects were, by assumption, Jewish. One of the 
findings of the study was that more letters were mailed when the address was to the 
Jewish rather than the Arabic organization. In all cases, the senders of the letter were 
strangers to the subject and both organizations were bogus, so the subjects could not 
have had prior knowledge of the goals of the organization. There are many other 
studies that support the generalization that people are more likely to help ingroup 
than outgroup members although many other factors are also usually involved as 
well.

Categorization creates the conditions that I examined in the group-based 
altruism analysis. Categorized into ingroups (into the same group), whatever their 
content, people are more likely to exchange benefits than if they were categorized 
into different groups. Categorization and the beneficence differential associated 
with it is therefore one process that would increase the fitness of those whose social 
repertoire included it. I will come back to this shortly.

The categorization of people into ingroups and outgroups does more than create 
a beneficence differential. It also creates a difference in the perceived homogeneity 
of the two groups. Outgroups tend to be seen as more homogeneous than ingroups. 
The tendency to see “them” as being all alike while “we” are diverse and variegated 
has been called the outgroup homogeneity effect (Quatrone & Jones, 1980; 
Quatrone, 1986; Simon, 1992). The comment that, “If you’ve seen one, 
you’ve seen them all,” is never made by people about their ingroups. Like most 
empirical phenomena studied by psychologists, this tendency to see outgroups as 
more homogeneous than ingroups may, under some circumstances, be reversed 
(Simon, 1992). However, the empirical generalization seems valid across a wide 
range of contexts.

There are several sensible reasons for this effect. First, we generally have more 
experience with and exposure to ingroup than outgroup members. Hence we have 
a better opportunity to learn that they come in all shapes and sizes. Second, the 
ingroup, by definition, contains “me,” who is a very special member. To the extent 
that we contrast ourselves against others to maintain some degree of personal 
distinctiveness (Brewer, 1988), our presence in the ingroup makes it seem like a 
more varied collection than the outgroup. Finally, people might be motivated to 
make more accurate judgments about ingroups than outgroups. The consequences 
of misjudgments or errors may be more severe and immediate, encouraging more 
careful processing of information about those with whom we interact more 
frequently, who are, of course, more likely to be ingroup than outgroup members.
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There are a number of interesting implications of this tendency. First, if 
outgroup members tend to be all alike, then it is more efficient to characterize them 
with group level features, i.e., to stereotype them, than ingroup members. It is not 
important to know individuating information about outgroup members if they are 
perceived to deviate only slightly from the group stereotype or prototype. Thus, 
outgroups can be more easily stereotyped than ingroups.

One of the consequences of stereotyping a group is that information about 
particular members becomes relatively unimportant. The category label is all that is 
needed to guide interactions with outgroup persons. This phenomenon even seems 
to characterize the level of information that is provided about people. I once noted 
(Messick & Mackie, 1989) that it was common practice in the Los Angeles times. 
when reporting results of international sports competitions, to provide only the 
nationality of non-American contestants, but to provide the hometowns of American 
competitors. I can now report that this is also the policy of the Chicago Tribune. We 
learn more personal details about Americans than about nonAmericans. Park & 
Rothbart (1982) have provided experimental evidence that people encode and recall 
more detailed information about ingroup than outgroup members, suggesting that 
newspapers merely provide information at the level of informativeness that people 
prefer.

To return to the beneficence differential, so long as one can only observe the 
difference between allocations to ingroup and outgroup members, the framing of the 
difference is ambiguous. We cannot say if ingroups members are “overpaid” or if 
outgroup members are “underpaid.” However, in some cases it is possible to 
measure people’s behavior to persons whose ingroup status is unknown. Under 
these circumstances, it is possible to compare behavior toward ingroups and 
behavior toward outgroups independently to the neutral standard of behavior toward 
someone with no group identification. The existence of such an external standard or 
benchmark allows one to address the question of whether intergroup discrimination 
involves ingroup favoritism, treating ingroup members better than the standard, 
outgroup derogation, treating outgroup members worse than the standard, or both. 
In an important review of the experimental literature, Brewer (1979) concluded that 
there was more empirical support for the process of ingroup favoritism than 
outgroup derogation. In short, there was scant evidence that people wanted to 
deprive outgroup members of benefits, relevant to a neutral standard, but there was 
strong evidence that they wanted to benefit ingroup members. It is for this reason 
that I judged Tajfel’s (1970) term, “norm of outgroup discrimination” unfortunate. 
The locus of the differential may not fall on the outgroup but on the ingroup.

It is not my goal to present a comprehensive review of research on this topic, but 
I will describe in some detail two recent studies that are relevant to the issue. Perdue, 
Dovidio, Gurtman, & Tyler (1990) explored the evaluative implications of ingroup 
words (we, us. our. ours.) and outgroup words (they. them, their, theirs). I will 
briefly describe two of the three experiments that they report in order to share their 
results and illustrate the methodology of cognitive social psychology.
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The hypothesis that motivated these experiments is the idea that ingroup 
language, in particular the pronouns w, ours, and us, evoke more positive cognitive 
connotations than corresponding outgroup pronouns like they, theirs, and them. In 
their first experiment, the researchers employed a standard semantic conditioning 
task, in which subjects read a sequence of pairs of words. The idea behind semantic 
conditioning is that if words are repeatedly paired with each other they will come to 
share their semantic meaning through simple association. Thus if ingroup words 
have more positive connotations than outgroup words, other words with which 
ingroup words are paired should be rated more positively than words paired with 
outgroup words.

The words to be paired with the ingroup and outgroup words were three-letter 
nonsense syllables like xeh and yof. In a sequence of 108 trials, one of these 
nonsense words was paired 20 times with either ingroup words (we, us, and ours) or 
outgroup words (they, them, and theirs). (The pairings were made in both ways, of 
course, to control for possible differences in the desirability of the two nonsense 
words.) The subjects were told during the presentation of the pairs to indicate as 
quickly as possible which word in the pair was a real word. Following the 
presentations of the 108 pairs, the key nonsense syllables were rated by the subjects 
on a scale ranging from pleasant to unpleasant. The crucial findings were that the 
word paired with the ingroup pronouns was rated significantly more pleasant than 
the word paired with the outgroup pronouns. Furthermore, while the ingroup words 
were rated significantly more pleasant than words paired with controls (he, she, his, 
hers ....), the ratings of the outgroup words did not differ from those of the controls. 
In other words, pairing with ingroup pronouns increased pleasantness ratings, but 
pairing with outgroup pronouns did not decrease pleasantness ratings, relative to a 
control condition.

In the third experiment reported by Perdue et al (1990), the idea that ingroup 
words were special was further explored using a semantic priming technique. The 
basic idea here is that information presented below the threshold for conscious 
recognition can nevertheless influence the processing of subsequent information. If 
the priming stimulus is cognitively associated with a subsequent stimulus, the 
processing of the latter stimulus will be facilitated. If the priming stimulus is 
negatively associated with the latter stimulus, the processing of the latter input will 
be inhibited. The facilitation or inhibition can be measured by the speed with which 
subjects respond to the stimulus. Facilitation naturally leads to faster responding and 
inhibition leads to slower responses.

In this experiment, subjects were presented with words that described either 
houses or people. The words of both types were either positive (roomy or 
trustworthy) or negative (drafty or cruel). Subjects watched a sequence of words 
that were flashed on a computer screen with the instructions to indicate as quickly as 
possible, by pushing one of two keys, whether the word was positive or negative. All 
the “person words,” the only ones of concern here, were preceded by the cue 
“PPPPPPP” to indicate that the coming stimulus word described a person. However, 

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Auckland University of Technology, on 08 Nov 2020 at 17:16:38, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
https://www.cambridge.org/core


160 BUSINESS ETHICS QUARTERLY THE RUFFIN SERIES

prior to the PPPPPPP cue, one of three primes was flashed on the screen for 75 ins, 
a duration that is too short for the prime to be recognized. The primes were either we, 
they, or a neutral prime, xxx. The question was whether the primes would influence 
the speed of deciding whether the test adjectives were positive or negative.

The results of this experiment were, first, that positive adjectives were processed 
more quickly than negative. The more interesting result for the current purpose is 
that the ingroup prime (we) facilitated (speeded up) the processing of positive 
adjectives and inhibited (slowed down) the processing of negative adjectives relative 
to the neutral prime. The outgroup prime (they), on the contrary, produced no 
measurable differences from the neutral prime. As in the first experiment, we had 
positive properties that differentiated it from neutral words, but they did not.

Business Ethics

I have outlined the contours of a psychological phenomenon that is relevant to 
a number of issues in business ethics. Social categorization and the associated 
processes of intergroup discrimination create pervasive problems in modem 
management. The first problem is the issue of racial discrimination in mortgage 
lending. At stake here is the allegation that some banks discriminate against African- 
American and Hispanic mortgage loan applicants, making it more difficult for 
persons from these groups to secure financing for homes, thus depriving them of the 
privilege of home ownership. The basic data that have been used to support this 
accusation were collected under the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act that require 
banks to record and to report the race or national origin of the loan applicants as well 
as data on the disposition of loan applications.

The data reported by Conner & Smith (1991; 1992) display a pattern in which 
minority (specifically, black and latino) applications are denied with greater 
probability than white applications. For instance, in 1991, the HMDA data indicate 
that 26.4 percent of the black applications for government-backed loans were denied 
in contrast to 16.3 percent of the white applications for the same type loans. The 
denial rates for conventional loans were 37.6 percent and 17.3 percent respectively. 
Black applicants were more than twice as likely as whites to be denied.

These data are not facial evidence of discrimination, however. Race is 
correlated with many factors that are relevant to the credit-worthiness of an applicant 
including income, geography, and credit history. To assess the impact of these and 
other factors on loan decisions, the Boston Federal Reserve Bank conducted an 
analysis of lending data in the Boston area (Munnel, Brown, McEneamey, & 
Tootell; 1992) that attempted to account for an assortment of additional factors that 
could influence lending decisions and that would not be based directly on race or 
ethnicity. The result of this study was that when other measures of credit-worthiness 
were accounted for, the gap between the rejection rates for white and minority 
applicants was reduced but not eliminated. Race and ethnicity made a difference that 
was independent of economic measures of credit-worthiness. Munnel et al (1992) 
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concluded that about 17 percent of minority applicants would be denied loans, in 
contrast to 11 percent white, even if they had the same loan-to-value ratios, credit 
histories, obligation ratios, and property characteristics as the white applicants in 
aggregate.

When thinking about discrimination and the unfairness that is associated with it, 
many people, like Tajfel, think about it as the denial of opportunity, property, or 
assets to a group that is entitled to the resource. Discrimination is thought to be the 
withholding of benefits from the target group or the assignment of negative 
outcomes to that group. In the case of mortgage lending, the view that is often 
expressed is that qualified minority applicants are being deprived of mortgages and 
hence of the opportunity for home ownership.

This inference is not supported by the finding of a difference in denial rates. The 
difference may be the result of depriving qualified minorities of loans, or, as the 
ingroup favorability hypothesis suggests, it may be the result of approving loans to 
unqualified white applicants. The social psychological research that I discussed in 
the previous section suggests that the main channel taken by intergroup 
discrimination is through favoring the ingroup, not by harming the outgroup. 
Applied to the current issue, the hypothesis emerges that the difference in denial 
rates may result more from the awarding of loans to unqualified white applicants 
than from the denial of loans to qualified minority applicants.

However, since there is no absolute standard for assessing whether an applicant 
is or is not qualified for a loan of a given magnitude, it is not possible to differentiate 
these hypotheses in a simple and compelling manner. From the point of view of 
fairness, individuals from different groups appear to be treated differently but the 
motivation for the differential treatment is obscure. 1 am not qualified to say whether 
there is a moral distinction to be made between discrimination that results from 
favoring ingroups and that which stems from depriving outgroups, but there are 
important psychological differences between these processes.

One of the most important differences has to do with the level of consciousness 
at which the discrimination occurs. Recent research by Gaertner & Dovidio (1986) 
indicates that many whites disapprove of racism at the same time that they 
themselves have negative attitudes about racial minorities like blacks. This 
configuration of attitudes, labeled aversive racism, indicates that people do not want 
to think of themselves as racially prejudiced or biased. Moreover, people will avoid 
actions that would tend to indicate that they have negative views toward minorities. 
To illustrate, Gaertner & Dovidio (1977) put white subjects in a situation in which 
they presumably witnessed an emergency in which a second subject in the 
experiment was injured by a falling bookcase. (Naturally the emergency was staged 
and the second subject was uninjured!) The experimenters varied the race of the 
victim, and also the number of other witnesses to the emergency. When the subject 
was the sole witness, she nearly always responded appropriately-she called the 
experimenter, sought help, etc.-regardless of the race of the victim. However, when 
there were other witnesses, the subject helped the white victim more frequently than 

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Auckland University of Technology, on 08 Nov 2020 at 17:16:38, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
https://www.cambridge.org/core


162 BUSINESS ETHICS QUARTERLY THE RUFFIN SERIES #/

the black victim. Gaertner & Dovidio (1977) explain the result in the following way. 
If the subject is the only witness, a salient reason that she might have for not helping 
the black is her race. This reason is not personally acceptable, so the subject helps. 
However, when there are several witnesses, one can explain one’s failure to help by 
assuming that another witness has done so. Thus subjects can avoid ascribing 
negative racial attitudes to themselves for not helping, and the frequency of helping 
the black victim drops.

In the case of mortgage lending, denying a loan to a clearly qualified minority 
applicant would not only be poor business, it might arouse the uncomfortable self­
perception that the loan officer was racially biased. The concept of aversive racism 
suggests that loans will be denied when there is good reason to do so--when there are 
material problems with the loan application. However, when a white applicant 
presents an application with an identical or similar problem, the loan officer may 
well respond differently. First, the officer may discount the seriousness of the 
problem and overlook it. Alternatively, the officer may coach the applicant on how 
to correct the problem. Perhaps describing assets differently may create a better 
impression, or explaining why there was a late payment on a credit card bill may 
make the infraction seem less ominous. In these cases, the reasons the officer would 
have for helping may not have anything to do with race at all. Race is usually not 
salient when two members of the same race interact. It is more likely that a loan 
officer would offer some extra help because she liked the applicant, felt sympathy for 
the person, or because she thought the applicant was deserving.

The process that I am suggesting is one in which race per se may not enter the 
mind of the loan officer as a criterion for making a decision. The black applicant’s 
loan was denied for good reason, and the officer made an admirable extra effort to 
help the white applicant. He or she would be offended at the accusation of 
discriminating against minorities. Nevertheless the decisions that such a person 
might make would display precisely the pattern of denials that the Boston Fed. Study 
found.

This hypothesis, like most others, suggests that sound applications, both 
minority and white, will be approved, and that poor applications of both types will be 
denied. In other words, discrimination will be found among the ambiguous loan 
applications, those which are neither clear winners nor obvious losers.

One final implication of the ingroup favoritism hypothesis of racial 
discrimination in mortgage lending concerns institutional changes that many banks 
have mandated to combat differential treatment of white and minority customers. 
Many banks have responded to the racial discrepancy by establishing review 
committees whose job it is to evaluate each rejected minority loan application. The 
presumption is that such a review process will detect those minority applications 
which were inappropriately rejected, giving the bank the chance to reverse the 
rejection before the applicant is notified. (A secondary motive for such review 
committees may be to make the loan officers more sensitive to possible differences 
in their evaluative criteria, but no bank has publicly acknowledged that this is a 
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reason for the review process.) The problem with this review process is that it seems 
to be based on the assumption that the difference in denial rates stems from the 
rejection of qualified minorities. Our alternative hypothesis implies that these review 
committees will find little to reverse when they review denied minority applications 
because the denied applications will deserve to be denied. Where a review process 
should focus its attention, according to our hypothesis, is on the marginal white 
applications that are approved.

Differentiating one of these hypotheses from the other is difficult and perhaps 
impossible because there is no absolute standard against which to compare an 
application to assess its merit. Furthermore, there is no reason why both ingroup 
favoritism and outgroup derogation cannot be happening simultaneously. The mere 
existence of two hypotheses does not require that they be mutually exclusive or 
exhaustive. There are other possible explanations for the difference in rejection rates 
that have little to do with racial attitudes. For instance, if loan officers are more 
effective in getting loans approved for personal acquaintances than for strangers, and 
if most of their acquaintances are white, then the (unintended) impact of these 
friendship networks will be to benefit white applicants more than minority 
applicants.

The hypothesis that I have proposed is a benign interpretation of discrimination 
in that it does not suppose that the discriminator hates or dislikes the victim. The 
discriminator may not even be aware of the discriminatory consequences of his or 
her behavior. I do not want to suggest that all discrimination is so benign; there are 
clearly cases where discriminatory attitudes and behavior are malicious, obvious, 
and all too conscious. These cases are probably in the minority, however, and their 
existence should not mislead us into believing that all discrimination is so virulent.

The ingroup favoritism hypothesis also applies to hiring and promotion 
practices. The consequences of loan decisions do not impact the decision maker 
directly in most cases, whereas decisions about hiring and promotion often do alter 
the social composition of the environment in which decision makers work. 
(Mortgage bankers might be thought of as being like subjects in the minimal group 
paradigm in that they are making allocations of someone else’s resources to people 
other than themselves.) It might be expected, therefore, that intergroup 
discrimination will take a more conspicuous form in the later than the former cases. 
This is to say, category-based beliefs, e.g., stereotypes, are likely to play a more 
explicit role here than in mortgage lending, and there is ample evidence that 
employment discrimination is a major problem in many organizations, including 
government agencies. Recent accounts in the popular press have identified 
insurance companies, accounting firms, police and fire departments, the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, and, most recently (as of this writing), the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) as organizations with serious problems of racial or 
gender discrimination.

Because discrimination is more conspicuous in these cases, social psychologists 
have played an active role identifying and combating it. Fiske, Bersoff, Borgida, 
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Deaux, & Heilman, (1991) described the testimony that was prepared and presented 
by an expert witness in the case of Hopkins v. Price Waterhouse (1989). This case 
involved a gender discrimination suit brought by Ann Hopkins against Price 
Waterhouse after Ms. Hopkins was turned down for a partnership. The case 
eventually went to the Supreme Court, and it represents the first time that evidence 
based on psychological research on sex stereotyping was heard by the Supreme 
Court. (The first time that social science evidence was used in a race discrimination 
case was in 1954 in Brown v. Board of Education which dealt with racial 
discrimination in education.)

Fiske et al (1991) suggest that stereotyping is made more likely by several 
factors. (The authors address the problem of gender discrimination in their article, 
but there is no reason to think that the factors described would not characterize 
discrimination against other groups as well.) One important factor is that the 
victimized group is in a small minority and has typically not not been found in the 
roles where discrimination is found. At the time when Hopkins was being 
considered for partnership, for instance, only 7 of the 662 partners were women, and 
she was the sole woman of the 88 people who had been proposed for partner that 
year.

A second factor is that the criteria (for hiring or promotion) are ambiguous, 
vague, subjective, or contradictory. Under such circumstances, beliefs about 
ingroups and outgroups can influence judgments without being conspicuous. A 
corollary is that stereotyping is more likely when information about target persons is 
ambiguous or vague. As we mentioned in regard to the mortgage lending problem, 
discrimination is not likely to occur when applications are either very poor or very 
good. It is the mixed applications with both positive and negative features that will 
invite the use of discriminatory beliefs and information. In the Hopkins case, the 
reason that was given for Hopkins denial was that she had problems with 
“interpersonal skills.” It is instructive that interpersonal skills are much more 
ambiguous and hard to define than bookable hours or other quantitative measures of 
business success. (In this case, interpersonal skills seem to have meant a lack of 
stereotypical femininity.)

Yet another factor is a perceived lack of fit between the person’s category and 
the occupation. Eagly & Mladinic (1994) summarize evidence that general views of 
women are often more positive than general views of men. However, prejudice 
arises against women in male-dominated contexts. Women, stereotypically, do not 
have the aggressiveness or toughness to be leaders, and women who do display these 
qualities are often disliked for their lack of femininity. This pattern creates a no-win 
bind for women managers. They can behave in a nurturant and stereotype-consistent 
fashion (and confirm the “too nice to succeed” stereotype) or they can behave 
aggressively (and be condemned for lacking social—code for feminine—skills).

The stereotype of male leadership is supported partly by normal memory 
processes. Evidence that men are better leaders than women comes partly from the 
differential ease with which we can think of exemplary male as opposed to female 

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Auckland University of Technology, on 08 Nov 2020 at 17:16:38, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
https://www.cambridge.org/core


SOCIAL CATEGORIES AND BUSINESS ETHICS 165

leaders. Male and female examples are differentially available to memory. 
Availability has long been recognized as a cue that can bias and distort judgments, 
and in this case the bias is exaggerated by the fact that women have historically been 
excluded from positions of leadership. The fact that there have been more male than 
female leaders of all stripes also means that it is easier to think of more male than 
female examples of inept or evil leaders. Differential availability of examples of 
male leaders is evidence only of the fact that historically there have been more male 
than female leaders.

When a group has not been represented in an occupation or role, the newcomers 
may create discomfort among those who traditionally occupied the role. Whether 
they are women in traditionally men’s jobs, or blacks in jobs that have been 
historically white, the initial entrants may be perceived as intruders. Historically, 
attractive jobs that command resources and power have been held by white males, so 
the prototypical problem is one of white men resisting either women or ethnic 
minorities as newcomers. Some of the motivation for the resistance is the perception 
that the ingroup (male and/or white) quality of the organization would be destroyed 
by the presence of the newcomers.

In the Hopkins case, Fiske (1993) suggests that the partners of PW saw 
themselves as an exclusive gentlemen’s club in which women were guests who were 
expected to obey the rules laid down by the men. In a similar vein, a New York Times 
article quotes John J. Washington, a black special agent in the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, as stating, “The problem is that the good old boys still treat 
this agency like their clubhouse. And they still don’t want to let us in” (Sontag & 
Engelberg, 1994, p. 1). The desire to exclude newcomers is motivated by the wish 
to preserve the culture and fellowship of the organization, not necessarily by a wish 
to harm others. The goal is to protect the ingroup.

But favoring an ingroup, as we all know, may result in harm to the outgroup. 
Exclusion on the basis of race or gender is also illegal in many situations, including 
those pertaining to hiring and promoting. Why are leaders of organizations not more 
concerned about the consequences of discrimination? One answer to this question is 
that the motivation behind the discrimination appears positive, not negative. The 
reasons for maintaining things as they were (governed by white males) have to do 
with preserving valued aspects of an organization, with promoting and continuing 
cultural traditions that were successful, with respecting and honoring the past of the 
organization.

Fiske (1993) offers a novel answer to this question by suggesting that leaders are 
also overburdened with information and have little attention or cognitive capacity 
left for such matters. Attention, Fiske notes, is directed toward those who control 
resources and outcomes, toward powerful people. Outsiders, almost by definition, 
are not powerful people. The partners at PW did not need women to be successful, 
but women who wanted to be successful at PW did need the partners. Fiske’s 
analysis of the distribution of attention in organizations corresponds remarkably 
well to Jackal’s (1988) descriptions of the corporations he observed and the 
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executives he interviewed. Those in powerful ingroups have little motivation to look 
outside.

This observation raises the question of whether ingroup favoritism characterizes 
groups that lack power as well as those that have it. Ely (1994) summarizes evidence 
that only powerful, high-status groups display ingroup favoritism, and Eagly & 
Mladinic (1994) report weak evidence, at best, of gender-based ingroup favoritism. 
It may further be that ingroup favoritism is maximal to groups that are less broad and 
diffuse than gender groups. Brewer (1993) suggests that the tension between 
individual and group identity results in maximal identification with groups of 
intermediate size. These studies raise questions about the ubiquity of ingroup 
favoritism, questions that must be addressed by more research.

I have suggested that the tendency to divide the world into ingroups and 
outgroups and to display preferential treatment to members of ingroups is a 
fundamental feature of our social nature. I think that a strong case can be made that 
this tendency is basic to the development and maintenance of prosocial self- 
sacrificial actions, whether they are for the benefit of our families, our countries, the 
organizations in which we work, or the professional groups we voluntarily join. The 
differential treatment of ingroup and outgroup members may be interpreted as 
positive, when the focus is on self-sacrificial actions taken on behalf of ingroup 
members, or negative, when the focus is on the failure to help outgroup persons.

I do not want to leave the impression that such behavior is unalterable simply 
because it derives from a fundamental part of our social nature. Extreme behavioral 
flexibility is also part of our psychological nature, and ingroup favoritism, like many 
other basic processes, can be controlled and shaped. Thus, I would like to conclude 
by suggesting several measures that can be taken to combat the destructive effects of 
ingroup favoritism in organizations.

As I said earlier, there is ample evidence that group-based beliefs (e.g., 
stereotypes) are most influential when other information for evaluation is 
ambiguous, contradictory, subjective, or vague (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Preferential 
ingroup treatment may be reduced by making criteria explicit, objective, and public. 
One of the first steps that can be taken in this direction is to maintain accurate data 
that can signal whether discrimination is A problem. The Home Mortgage 
Disclosure Act, for instance, requires that banks collect and disclose data on race and 
ethnicity. Without these data, judgments of the equality of treatment of white and 
minority loan applicants would be subjective and idiosyncratic. The data that are 
now available may not be completely understood, but they provide a focus for 
research to identify the cause or causes of the difference in denial rates.

Also, as I mentioned earlier, we would expect that preferential treatment will be 
more likely to occur with regard to loan applications that are not clear winners or 
losers. It is with the harder ones, those that have positive and negative qualities, that 
we should expect to see the influence of group-based beliefs; ambiguous 
applications can support either a positive or a negative decision. To the extent that 
it is feasible, we should strive to develop standards and rules for combining the 

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Auckland University of Technology, on 08 Nov 2020 at 17:16:38, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00400126
https://www.cambridge.org/core


SOCIAL CATEGORIES AND BUSINESS ETHICS 167

different criteria that can be used more or less mechanically. The development of 
quantitative procedures for assessing the quality of an application does not guarantee 
that discrimination will not occur; it only makes it more difficult for it to occur 
through the unequal application of qualifying standards. Elster (1992) has discussed 
how the use of quantitative indices for the evaluations of students in exclusive 
private universities has altered the way in which discrimination is practiced in these 
institutions.

Criteria for promotion and hiring can be made as objective and quantitative as 
possible. Judgments that one “does not fit in” or that one “does not have the right 
stuff’ are vague and subjective. Such appraisals are often equivalent to saying that 
one is “different,” which may be true and irrelevant at the same time. As Judge 
Gesell stated in his decision on Hopkins v. Price Waterhouse. “A far more subtle 
process [than the usual discriminatory intent] is involved when one who is in a 
distinct minority may be viewed differently by the majority because the individual 
deviates from an artificial standardized profile.” (Quote from Fiske et al, 1991, p. 
1052). A considerable amount of research has been done on procedural justice in 
regard to performance appraisals, and a common finding is that employees believe 
that the information used for these purposes should be relevant (Lind & Tyler, 1988; 
Sheppard & Lewicki, 1987). Race, gender, and other categorical information is 
usually irrelevant. It will not always be possible to eliminate subjective elements 
from judgments about the suitability of people for employment, but people can learn 
to be cautious in making such judgments.

One way to reduce discrimination is through affirmative action programs. 
Banks that want to insure against racial discrimination can hire minority loan 
officers. (Naturally, proposals to hire more women or minority loan officers may 
generate resistance among white male loan officers, so both the hiring and the 
lending problems must be faced simultaneously with this approach.) This strategy 
may reduce discrimination against minority applicants, but might it also lead to 
“reverse” discrimination against white applicants by minority loan officers? This is 
a possibility. Let us assume for the moment that people cannot avoid some degree 
of preferential treatment of other people who are like themselves, and further assume 
that race is one dimension on which people judge others to be like or unlike 
themselves. The question is whether it is fairer to have loan officers of many races 
and ethnic backgrounds, so that the preferential treatment will be broadly 
distributed, or to populate the ranks of the loan officers with people of mainly one 
category? I would argue that the former is a more equalitarian and hence preferable 
arrangement.

There is one basic premise that flows from the ingroup favorability idea and that 
is the notion that ingroup members will be viewed and treated more positively than 
non-ingroup members. Gaertner and his colleagues have noted that this formulation 
implies that some ways of reducing discrimination may be preferable to others 
(Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993; Gaertner, Rust, Dovidio, 
Bachman, & Anastasio, 1994). Specifically, there is a difference between 
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eliminating group differentiation completely, so that each person is seen as an 
individual and not a group member, on the one hand, and extending the 
superordinate group category so that everyone is treated as an ingroup member. In 
a situation where people are perceived as ingroup or outgroup members, eliminating 
the category structures and having everyone treated as individuals, assuming that 
this is possible, will reduce intergroup bias by reducing the evaluations of the 
persons who were formerly ingroup, members. Extending the ingroup designation, 
so that previously classified outgroupers now become ingroupers, increases their 
evaluations. Extending ingroup identity, or the common ingroup identity approach, 
results in an increase in the evaluation of others whereas the individuation approach 
leads to a decrease in the evaluations of the ex-ingroupers. Gaertner, Mann, Murrell, 
& Dovidio (1989) reported data that are consistent with this hypothesis.

From the point of view of organizations, the common ingroup identity position 
suggests that it is desirable to create a superordinate category to which everyone 
belongs than to try to reduce bias by ignoring social categories altogether. This later 
approach, called the color-blind method in some contexts, fails to exploit the positive 
aspects of ingroup favoritism, the willingness of people to aid other ingroupers. The 
common ingroup identity approach promotes the tendency for mutual aid among the 
ingroup. Indeed many corporations strive to make the corporate identity a vivid 
component of employees’ social identity through portrayals of the firm as a “family,” 
through the creation of athletic teams to compete against other firms’ teams, through 
internal publications that praise efforts of the firms’ employees, and through many 
other techniques to develop loyalty and commitment to the company (see, for 
instance, Jackal, 1988). However, these efforts are vulnerable to strategic 
exploitation-to the creation of loyalty and a sense of belonging to an important 
ingroup, for the sole purpose of evoking sacrifices from the members. In the case of 
corporations, the economic goal would be to maintain a labor force that is 
committed, willing to make sacrifices, that displays high morale (and a 
correspondingly low turnover rate, rate of absenteeism, and drain on healthcare 
resources). The creation of a strong sense of corporate identity among employees, 
in short, should lower labor costs.

At this point, I return to the first part of this article and reiterate that the model 
of group-based altruism which I have proposed as the wellspring of ingroup 
favoritism requires vigilance against imposters and sham requests for sacrifice. Just 
as the willingness to aid ingroupers is psychologically fundamental, so is the 
associated skepticism about requests for help and the need to discriminate between 
people who truly would reciprocate from those who merely pretend that they would. 
Corporations that attempt to instill a prefabricated sense of a common ingroup 
among employees for purely economic reasons may find that their efforts are met 
with resistance, skepticism, and possibly downright mockery. This response would 
be predicted, for instance, if some members of the firm were widely perceived as 
being unwilling to make the types of sacrifices that were being asked of ordinary 
employees. The corporate ingroup can only have psychological meaning if all 
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members of the firm, from the CEO on down, display a shared willingness to 
sacrifice for each other. Otherwise the calls for sacrifice will be perceived as bogus 
and unjust.

Conclusion

I have suggested that intergroup discrimination may be deeply linked to the 
human tendency to help others. Since self-sacrificial helping can improve 
evolutionary fitness only if it is denied to non-helpers, the differentiation of helpers 
and non-helpers is crucial. Targets of helping (and of non-helping) are defined, in 
part, through a process of categorization. Among other things, categories, whether 
linked to biology or not, provide a cognitively efficient way to sort the world. Sorting 
into ingroups (us) and outgroups (them) is especially useful. We are more likely to 
help ingroup members (and they us) than outgroup persons. Proximal psychological 
mechanisms that differentiate ingroups from outgroups may not involve conscious 
considerations of category differences, as I suggested with regard to mortgage 
lending. Or they may explicitly be category based as with gender stereotypes in the 
context of hiring and promotion where historical ingroups (white men) may feel 
threatened by newcomers. Finally, I mentioned a few measures that can be taken to 
reduce category-based decision making in organizations. None of the measures will 
be trivial to implement. Possibly the most effective solution that could may be 
imagined, striving to create a common ingroup identity in order to preserve the social 
supportiveness of ingroups, is likely to be fragile. It could easily be undermined, for 
example, by evidence that some members of the group are immune from the 
sacrifices they are requesting from others.
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